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Reaching consensus on climate change requires overcoming the social barriers
between opposing groups. Credit: 350 .org/Flickr, CC BY-NC-SA

It can be tempting to think that people who disagree with you are mad,
bad or simply stupid. However, not only are such judgements usually
wrong, but telling people that they are stupid is unlikely to convince
them of the merit of your own view.

Yet this is often what happens when it comes to debates about climate
change and what we ought to do about it.

Despite there being a near consensus in the scientific community that the
primary driver of climate change is anthropogenic carbon dioxide
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emissions, and that we need to cut those emissions if we're to keep
global warming to a minimum, the public remains divided on the issue.

This division seems to run deeper in certain countries, such as US and
Australia, where there are many vocal sceptics of the notion that climate
change is caused by human activity.

Two views

It is common to think that believers and sceptics about anthropogenic
climate change are simply people who hold different views. But we think
it is more accurate to think of them as belonging to social groups that are
working to achieve opposed policy objectives.

This latter view is often used to understand the division between pro-
Life and pro-Choice stances in the abortion debate, for example. These
are not just positions where people may "agree to disagree", but rather
they seek to promote their position in public opinion and in government
policy.

In a paper published today, we took a similar perspective on the climate
change debate in the US. What we found is that people's attitudes in
favour of action against climate change, or attitudes to the contrary, are
predicted by three inter-related dimensions.

The first is a sense of identification with their own group. Secondly there
is a perception that their group is likely to succeed in its collective
efforts – what we call "group efficacy". And finally, they tend to have
feelings of anger towards their perceived opposition.

These dimensions work together to create a collective sense of "us" in
opposition to "them"; a "group consciousness" that is present for both
sceptic and believer groups.
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This finding is important because it suggests that these groups do not co-
exist in a social vacuum. They are not just indicative of differences of
opinion, but rather are two social movements in conflict.

Beyond 'us' and 'them'

In light of this, we propose that strategies for building support for 
climate change mitigation policies should go beyond attempts to simply
persuade, educate or improve the public's understanding of science.
Instead, they should incorporate strategies aimed at improving intergroup
relations.

We suggest that rather than concentrating solely on the sceptic
movement, attempts to build consensus need to include both groups.
They should also take into consideration the dynamics between them.

For example, communication from the scientific community and its
supporters that ridicules sceptics' concerns is likely to drive the groups
further apart.

This is particularly problematic as we know from previous research on
the politicisation of climate change. Ridicule is only likely to strengthen
scepticism and therefore increase sceptics' determination to act in
support of their groups' cause.

As Tom Postmes, of the University of Groningen, notes in an article in
Nature Climate Change:

[…] to convince a sceptical public, believers need to harness knowledge
about social movements and intergroup conflict reduction […] as with any
conflict between two groups, efforts should be directed to prevent
escalation, improve the relationships, and focus on the dynamics within
groups that prevent progress.
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Getting social

One way forward is to use what we know from the history of other social
movements along with techniques of conflict resolution. From a
theoretical standpoint, the conflict between sceptics and believers is
similar to other conflicts in history that pushed forward our society. For
example, the civil rights movement in the US, created a sharp division in
American society, but in the long term has led to major advances.

Another path that could lead to increased consensus is to harness
intergroup communication that promotes conflict reduction by 
maintaining dialogue between the sides in conflict, along with being
open to engagement and collaboration.

Conflict between groups can also be diffused by shifting the focus from
differences to focusing on similarities between the members of the two
groups. And, more importantly, on broader goals that both groups share.

As this cartoon from USA Today shows, clean air, low power
consumption, improved public transport, better waste management,
efficient agriculture, reforestation and low cost renewable energy are all
in the public interest whatever one's position on climate change is.

So if you want to promote climate change action to people who don't
believe in climate change, then you need be mindful of the social
dimension of people's beliefs. That, and work to convince sceptics that
that action is worth doing anyway.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).

Source: The Conversation
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