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To everyone who believes the difficult issues in life are worth talking about






PREFACE

It took a pandemic to bring us together.

As coronavirus swept across the world, we saw country after country go into lockdown. Schools closed and places of work shut down. For a while, it seemed we were all united against a common threat.

As the pandemic wore on, this consensus started to disintegrate.

Political leaders who’d been elected on waves of nationalist and populist rhetoric began to depict coronavirus precautions as more damaging to society than the disease itself. Supposedly reputable sources hyped false cures, and deliberately misrepresented the severity of the illness. In the U.S., going without a face mask became a badge of the conservative cause. While some continued to social distance, others held gatherings, some of which turned into superspreader events. The contrast between nations was stark—and the difference in infection and death rates equally so.

Sadly, none of this surprised me. I’ve spent my career studying climate change. The same techniques used to politicize coronavirus—promoting pseudoscience and fake experts, slandering the actual experts, valuing the economy over human life, even hiding or denying data to make the issue seem less urgent and less harmful than it is—have been applied to climate change for decades. Horrified, I’ve seen political biases drive people to reject simple facts: climate is changing, humans are responsible, the impacts are serious, and the time to act is now.

The U.S. is arguably home to the most extreme divisions between liberal and conservative, but I’ve seen these same divisions growing in recent years in my home country of Canada, in the U.K., in Australia, in Europe, and beyond. No matter where we live, the result is the same: as people identify with increasingly narrow tribes, they begin to view those with different views as alien, not worth respecting or even treating as human. The Beyond Conflict Institute’s 2020 report, America’s Divided Mind, didn’t mince any words: “Increasingly, Americans who identify themselves as either Democrats or Republicans view one another less as fellow citizens and more as enemies who represent a profound threat to their identities.”

During the last full year of Donald Trump’s Republican administration, the U.S. experienced the world’s highest death toll from the pandemic. His time in office also coincided with apocalyptic wildfires, record-breaking hurricanes, and dire scientific warnings of climate impacts. Yet in the November 2020 election, Trump’s base stuck with him. Democrat Joe Biden eked out a narrow win in key swing states. The country remained as divided as ever.

Religion, politics, and money have long been potentially combustible topics. Today, though, climate change tops that list. It’s the most politicized and divisive issue in the U.S. At this point, overcoming the polarization seems nearly hopeless, and solving climate change, even more so. Is there any remedy to our deep-rooted and growing divide?



If you’re already worried about climate change and support climate action, you’re not alone. Over 50 percent of adults in the U.S. are alarmed or concerned about climate change. People in other countries are even more concerned—from 67 percent in Australia to over 90 percent in countries like Thailand, the Philippines, and Vietnam. Around the world, “there is a strong sense [that all] have the power to combat climate change.” In the U.S., seven out of ten say they wish they could do something to fix it; but half of them don’t know where to start and only 35 percent say they ever talk about it, even occasionally.

I’m a scientist who studies climate change. But increasingly, I spend more and more of my time explaining why it matters: to Christians at church groups and kids at science museums, businesspeople at conferences and community members at neighborhood meetings.

Why? Because after thousands of conversations, I’m convinced that the single most important thing that anyone—not just me, but literally anyone—can do to bring people together is, ironically, the very thing we fear most. Talk about it.

Why are people not talking about something that matters to them so much? Even if we agree it’s real and it’s serious, talking about it can be discouraging and depressing. There’s too great a risk the conversation might devolve into a screaming match or end up leaving everyone overwhelmed by the enormity of the problem. We want to talk about it; we just don’t know how.

“How do I talk about this… to my mother, brother-in-law, friend, colleague, neighbor, elected official?” I’m asked this question nearly everywhere I go.

A fellow scientist asks me this after a lecture in a wood-paneled theater at UC-Berkeley in California. In Slovakia, I listen in as a group debates it in the upper balcony of the old, stripped-down city hall at the country’s first national climate meeting. Moms, dads, and teachers post on my Facebook page wanting to know what to say to their kids. My friend texts me asking how to reply to the disinformation his mom just shared with him.

Usually, they’ve already given conversation a try. They’ve boned up on a few alarming scientific facts. They’ve tried to explain how fast the Arctic is melting, or how bees are disappearing, or how carbon dioxide levels are rising. But their attempts have fallen flat. Why? Because the biggest challenge we face isn’t science denial. It’s a combination of tribalism, complacency, and fear. Most don’t think climate change is going to affect them personally or that we can do anything reasonable to fix it; and why would they, if we never talk about it?

It’s important to understand what’s happening to our world and how it affects us. But bombarding someone with more data, facts, and science only engages their defenses, pushes them into self-justification, and leaves us more divided than when we began. On climate change and other issues with moral implications, we tend to believe that everyone should care for the same self-evident reasons we do. If they don’t, we all too often assume they lack morals. But most people do have morals and are acting according to them; they’re just different from ours. And if we are aware of these differences, we can speak to them.

Here’s more good news. The Beyond Conflict Institute’s report also shows that people perceive that “the other side” disagrees with them far more than is actually the case. So instead of reacting to something you disagree with, what if you started a conversation about something you agree on? What if you asked questions rather than arguing? What if you shared, genuinely and personally, how climate change threatens what you care about? And what if you talked about practical, real-world solutions that are already available today?

Beginning a conversation with something that unites us instead of something that divides us means we are starting at a place of mutual respect, agreement, and understanding—which is pretty much the opposite of where most conversations about contentious issues like climate change begin these days. And as we truly listen, we’re likely to discover more surprising points of agreement.

In this book I want to show you how to have conversations that will help you to reconnect with family and friends in real life, building genuine relationships and communities rather than tribes and bubbles. The bald facts are scary, and necessary. But climate change connects to the things we all care about: the health of our families, the economic strength of our communities, and the stability of our world. Fixing it isn’t only good for the planet; it’s good for all of us, too.

The bottom line is this. To care about climate change, you only need to be one thing, and that’s a person living on planet Earth who wants a better future. Chances are, you’re already that person—and so is everyone else you know.






SECTION 1: THE PROBLEM AND THE SOLUTION







1 DEMOCRATS AND DISMISSIVES



“It is a common folk theory… that facts will set you free.”

GEORGE LAKOFF, DON’T THINK OF AN ELEPHANT!

“Climate change is the second biggest hoax after the corona scamdemic.”

MAN ON TWITTER TO KATHARINE



I’m getting used to being hated. It’s not for anything I’ve done; it’s because of what I represent. Communist, libtard, lunatic; Jezebel, liar, and whore; high priestess of the climate cult and handmaiden of the Antichrist, I’ve been called it all.

We scientists can take criticism and give it, too. Our professional exchanges and reviews of one another’s work don’t pull any punches. Yet it’s hard not to find such epithets disturbing. Even more unsettling, they seem to come out of nowhere, and offer no clear avenue of response. If a colleague disagrees with my ideas, it motivates me to collect more and better data—data that sometimes shows they’re right. That’s how science works. But what am I supposed to do when I’m called a “climate ho”—somehow prove I’m not?

Much of it arrives virtually, but the first time I faced this attitude was in person. During my first year as an atmospheric science professor in Texas, a colleague asked me to guest-teach his early morning undergraduate geology class. It was a challenging time of day to ask anyone to absorb the details of how carbon moves through the planet’s climate system. Still, I optimistically connected my laptop to the projector and peered out into the dark, cavernous lecture hall. Most of the seats were full, so I launched into my carefully prepared presentation.

Every teacher thinks their favorite topic is fascinating, and I was no exception. How could you not want to understand the history of our world? But my talk just didn’t seem to capture the students’ interest. A few took notes, but most seemed to be checking Facebook on their laptops or sneaking a nap. Even the last few minutes of the lecture, where I described how humans had accelerated the natural carbon cycle by millions of years through digging up and burning fossil fuels, didn’t get any reaction.

Trying to hide my disappointment, I called for questions. A tall, athletic-looking student raised his hand and stood up so I could see him. I nodded eagerly. Then in a belligerent tone, he demanded,

“You’re a Democrat, aren’t you?”

Floored, I replied, “No—I’m Canadian!”



That was a relatively benign introduction to what’s now become a regular part of my life. Nearly every day I receive angry, even hate-filled, objections to the work I do as a climate scientist: tweets, Facebook comments, even the occasional phone call or handwritten letter. “You make your living off climate hysteria,” reads one tweet. A multipage, single-spaced manifesto in my university mailbox starts, “You Lie!!!!” A Facebook message screams, “Get aborted you human-hating c***.” But before I block anyone on social media, I look at their profile. I want to know what type of person would go out of their way to write things like this to someone they don’t even know.

About a third of the social media accounts that hurl insults score high on the online bot ratings, indicating they probably aren’t real people. They’re just part of the automated online attack squad that’s regularly aimed at everyone from progressive politicians to COVID virologists. But most other accounts seem to be associated with living, breathing humans. If they are from the U.S., their profile nearly always features the acronyms MAGA, KAG, or QAnon, all trademarks of right-wing ideology. If they are from Canada, they usually hate Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, love Alberta’s oil and gas industry, and support the Conservative or, increasingly, the ultra-right-wing People’s Party of Canada. If they’re from the U.K., they’re pro-Brexit. If they’re from Australia, they’re likely to support the conservative Prime Minister Scott Morrison. Wherever they’re from, they want everyone to know how much they love their country and how much they hate the proponents of political correctness, the mainstream media, and the “leftards and commies” who are intent on destroying it.

HOW DID CLIMATE CHANGE BECOME SO POLARIZED?

A thermometer doesn’t give you a different answer depending on how you vote. Even in the U.S., climate change used to be a respectably bipartisan issue well within most of our lifetimes. In 1998, a Gallup poll found that 47 percent of Republicans and 46 percent of Democrats agreed that the effects of global warming had already begun. In 2003, Senators John McCain, an Arizona Republican, and Joseph Lieberman, then a Connecticut Democrat, introduced the Climate Stewardship Acts. As recently as 2008, former speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, a Republican, and current House speaker Nancy Pelosi, a Democrat, cozied up on a love seat in front of the U.S. Capitol to film a commercial about climate change. “We do agree, our country must take action to address climate change,” Gingrich said, while Pelosi added, “We need cleaner forms of energy, and we need them fast.” But for the past decade, climate change has topped the list of America’s most polarized issues, along with immigration, gun policy, and race relations. By 2020, coronavirus had joined the list.

It’s not just the U.S. In Canada, there’s nearly a one-to-one correspondence between people’s response to the question “Is the Earth warming?” and the party that won that particular area in the 2019 federal election. The more conservative Canadian voters are, the more likely they are to reject what a hundred and fifty years of temperature data is telling us. In the U.K., Conservative members of parliament are five times more likely to vote against climate legislation than their Labour counterparts. In Australia, the influence of the coal industry and the Murdoch-controlled press on national politics is undeniable. Australia was the first and only country to implement, then withdraw, a carbon tax after just two years. More recently, some of its politicians asserted that climate change had nothing to do with the devastating wildfires in late 2019 and early 2020. Their claims were bolstered by disinformation—including that the fires were started by climate activists—that was deliberately introduced and circulated on social media in a manner similar to “past disinformation campaigns, such as the coordinated behavior of Russian trolls during the 2016 U.S. presidential election,” one study found.

Although science denial dominates the headlines, people’s rejection of the science on climate change is rarely about the science itself. In a study of fifty-six countries, researchers found people’s opinions on climate change to be most strongly correlated not with education or knowledge, but rather with “values, ideologies, worldviews and political orientation.” Like coronavirus, vaccines, and more, climate denial is often just one part of a toxic stew of identity issues that share a key factor: fear of change. Societal change is happening faster today than at any time in our lifetimes, and many are afraid they’re already being left behind. That fear drives tribalism, emphasizing what divides us rather than what unites us; and the more threatened we feel, the tighter we draw the circles to distinguish between them and us.

That’s why so much of the polarization is emotional. Over the past forty years, researchers Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt found that “people [in the U.S.] who identify with either of the two main political parties increasingly hate and fear the other party and the people in it.” This polarization can also be literally mind-altering. In one experiment, when asked what they thought of an issue, then told that their political party thought something different about it, many immediately changed their opinions and were unaware of the fact that they were doing so.

A lot of what we see online doesn’t help. “As media frames opposing viewpoints as shouting matches and comments on Facebook and Twitter convey vitriol and accusation,” says psychologist Tania Israel, “we shy away from people and organizations whose positions may conflict with our own. We take refuge in echo chambers of like-minded people expressing views we support, cheering each other on as we rake our common enemies over the coals.”

Giving up intellectual adherence to a scientific issue like climate change that seems remote and virtually unfixable seems like a small price to pay to be part of a tribe that accepts us and makes us feel safe. It may even be a benefit, because who really wants to believe that climate change could spell the end of our civilization? And the more we experience the benefits of belonging, the more willing we are to tailor our beliefs to those of our tribe.

WHY TWO CLIMATE TRIBES ARE NOT ENOUGH

We often assume that the tribes that form around climate change can be sorted into two categories: them and us. In reality, though, it’s a lot more complicated than that. I also have a problem with the labels that are most often applied to those categories: believers and deniers.

I object to “believers” because climate change is not, at its core, a matter of faith. I don’t “believe” in science: I make up my mind based on facts and data, much of which can be seen and shared. Not only that, but climate change is often deliberately—and very successfully—framed as an alternate, Earth-worshipping religion. This is sometimes subtle, as the church sign that reads, “On Judgement Day, you’ll meet Father God not Mother Earth.” Other times this point is made much more explicitly, like when Senator Ted Cruz told Glenn Beck in 2015 that “climate change is not science, it’s religion,” and Senator Lindsey Graham said in 2014 that “the problem is Al Gore’s turned this thing into religion.”

And while it may be convenient for some climate advocates to dismiss their opponents as “deniers,” it’s an unhelpful label if you want to win people over. I’ve also seen it applied all too often to shut down discussion, rather than encourage it, through stereotyping and dismissing anyone who expresses any doubts about the reality of climate change.

Instead, I prefer the classification system created by researchers Tony Leiserowitz and Ed Maibach. Called Global Warming’s Six Americas, it divides people into six groups rather than just two. Tony and Ed have tracked changes in these groups nationally since 2008. At one end of the spectrum, there are the Alarmed, the only group that has grown significantly since they began the study. The Alarmed are convinced global warming is a serious and immediate threat but many still don’t know what to do about it. In 2008, they made up just 18 percent of the U.S. population. By the end of 2019, they had reached 31 percent, before falling back to 26 percent in 2020. The next group, the Concerned, also accept the science and support climate policies, but see the threat as more distant. They started at 33 percent in 2008 and moved down to 28 percent by 2020 as more became Alarmed. The number of the Cautious, who still need to be convinced that the problem is real, serious, and urgent, has remained steady around 20 percent. The Disengaged are people who know little and care less. They’ve gone from 12 percent in 2008 to 7 percent in 2020. Next there are the 11 percent of Americans who remain Doubtful and don’t consider climate change a serious risk, or consider it much at all. Finally, at the far end of the spectrum, there are the 7 percent who remain Dismissive. Angrily rejecting the idea that human-caused climate change is a threat, they are most receptive to misinformation and conspiracy theories.

INTRODUCING THE DISMISSIVE

You might know a Dismissive. A Dismissive is someone who will discount any and every thing that might show climate change is real, humans are responsible, the impacts are serious, and we need to act now. In pursuit of that goal, they will dismiss hundreds of scientific experts, thousands of peer-reviewed scientific studies, tens of thousands of pages of scientific reports, and two hundred years of science itself.

Dismissives can’t leave the topic of climate change alone. They’re constantly commenting on Facebook posts, talking about it at family dinners, forwarding articles they’ve found that buttress their point. They may go out of their way to ridicule people who support climate action and environmentally friendly behavior, such as driving fuel-efficient cars, installing solar panels, and adopting plant-based diets. They quote blogs that peddle pseudoscience claiming that the Antarctic ice sheet is growing, or that scientists are faking global temperature data. Dismissives dominate the comment section of online articles and the op-ed pages of the local newspaper. They account for most of the attacks I receive on social media, too.

Because of their obsession with the topic, when we dream about having a constructive conversation with someone about climate change, often a Dismissive is the first person who comes to mind. Unfortunately, though, the “seven-percenters,” as I think of them, are the only ones it’s nearly impossible to have a positive conversation with. Here’s why.

My uncle is a Dismissive. For a long time, he voiced his objections to climate change at family reunions and in conversations with my dad. But last year, he decided to email them directly to me. His arguments were nothing new: they challenged the basic physics of heat-trapping gases and blamed climate change on natural factors, not humans. So I replied to his email with detailed sources explaining the physics scientists have understood since the 1800s. I also sent him some articles from the helpful Skeptical Science website debunking the arguments he’d raised.

I imagined it would take my uncle at least a few days to wade through and consider the resources I’d provided. Instead, he responded almost immediately, dismissing what I’d sent and voicing even more arguments. What had happened? I had fallen right into the trap of believing that facts could convince someone whose identity is built on rejecting climate science.

We often believe that “if we just tell people the facts, since people are basically rational beings, they’ll all reach the right conclusions,” cognitive linguist George Lakoff explains. But that’s not the way we humans think. Instead, we think in what he calls “frames.” Frames are cognitive structures that determine how we see the world. When we encounter facts that don’t fit our frame, it’s the frame that stays while “the facts are either ignored, dismissed, [or] ridiculed.”

For a Dismissive, disagreeing with the science of climate change is one of their strongest frames. It’s so integral to who they are that it renders them literally incapable of considering something they think would threaten their identity. Time and time again on social media I’ve seen Dismissives refuse point-blank to even click a link that answers the question they’ve posed to me. And while I believe I’ve witnessed a few miraculous conversions, so to speak, I don’t believe my arguments had much to do with making them happen.

So I didn’t send my uncle any more resources. And now when people ask me how I—or they—can convince a Dismissive, their parent or their colleague or their in-law or their elected official, my answer is typically “You probably can’t. But the good news is that 93 percent of us aren’t Dismissive. They’re the ones we can have constructive conversations with. They’re the ones who can make a difference.”

HOW TO BREAK THE CLIMATE CYCLE

How do we talk about climate change constructively with the 93 percent? Unfortunately, our instincts can lead us astray here, too. As we get more and more worried, we often feel compelled to dump scary data on people so they will share our fear. Scientists publish report after report warning of melting ice sheets, scorching heat waves, devastating rainfall events, unprecedented wildfires, and ever more powerful hurricanes. We desperately want to sound the alarm—and we’re not wrong. Climate change is alarming. But our natural reaction often makes the situation worse, not better.

Research on everything from airplane seatbelts to hand washing in hospitals shows that bad-news warnings are more likely to make people check out than change their behavior. And the more vivid and dire the picture painted, the less responsive the recipient. “Fear and anxiety [can] cause us to withdraw, to freeze, to give up, rather than take action,” neuroscientist Tali Sharot explains in her book The Influential Mind.

So if arguing with the 7 percent who are Dismissives and dumping more scary information on the other 93 percent of people doesn’t really work, is there anything that does?

Yes, there is.

Start with something you have in common. Connect it to why climate change matters to us personally—not the human race in its entirety or the Earth itself, but rather us as individuals. Climate change affects nearly everything that we already care about. It will make us and our children less healthy, our communities less prosperous, and our world less stable. Often, in fact, it already has.

Then, describe what people can and are doing to fix it. There are all kinds of solutions, from cutting our own food waste to powering buses with garbage to using solar energy to transform the lives of some of the poorest people in the world. There are solutions that clean up our air and our water, grow local economies, encourage nature to thrive, and leave us all better off, not worse. Who doesn’t want that?

This book is packed with stories, ideas, and information that will lead to positive conversations—conversations that bridge gaps rather than dig trenches, conversations that may surprise you with the discovery of common ground.

By bonding over the values we truly share, and by connecting them to climate, we can inspire one another to act together to fix this problem. But it all begins with understanding who we already are, and what we already care about—because chances are, whatever that is, it’s already being affected by climate change, whether we know it or not.






2 WHO I AM



“Climate change public communication and engagement efforts must start with the fundamental recognition that people are different and have different psychological, cultural, and political reasons for acting.”

TONY LEISEROWITZ AND ED MAIBACH, GLOBAL WARMING’S SIX AMERICAS 2009

“Those people who talk about global warming, I don’t agree with them at all! But this? This makes sense.”

WOMAN AT TEXAS WATER CONSERVATION AUTHORITY MEETING TO KATHARINE



It’s nearly impossible to make someone care about climate change for the same reasons I do. But I don’t think I have to, and you don’t, either. Through thousands of conversations, I’ve become truly convinced that nearly everyone already has the values they need to care about the future of our world, even if they’re not the same as mine or yours. And if they don’t think they care, it’s because they just haven’t connected the dots. When they do, they’ll see for themselves that caring about climate change is entirely consistent with who they are. Climate action, in fact, can be an even more genuine expression of their identity and their values than inaction or denial would be.

As I walked into the drab hotel ballroom to give a guest talk at our local West Texas Rotary Club’s luncheon gathering, a massive banner in the entryway caught my eye. At the top, it said: “The Four-Way Test,” followed by the club’s guiding principles. To assess the value of the things we think, say, or do, they ask:

One—is it the TRUTH?

Two—is it FAIR to all concerned?

Three—will it build GOODWILL and BETTER FRIENDSHIPS?

And four—will it be BENEFICIAL to all concerned?

“That’s climate change, and climate action,” I thought, amazed. Is climate change the truth? Absolutely. Is it fair? Absolutely not. In fact, that’s exactly why I care about it, because it’s so profoundly unfair. Would addressing it build goodwill and be beneficial to all concerned? For sure! Inspired, I skipped the buffet lunch and spent the next twenty minutes furiously reorganizing my presentation into the Four-Way Test.



After lunch, I began. At first, there were a lot of folded arms; but as I worked my way through the Four-Way Test, people leaned forward. Heads started to nod. They recognized their values on the screen.

First, climate change is the truth. Scientists have counted over 26,500 independent lines of evidence—including fruit trees blooming earlier, butterflies moving north, and glaciers melting—showing that yes, the planet is warming. It’s the truth.

Second, climate change is not fair. It affects our farmers who’ve done little to cause it, decreasing their crop yields as climate change brings stronger droughts and heat waves. As one local cotton producer recently told me, “I haven’t had a good dryland cotton crop since 2007. Fourteen years of unrelenting summer drought!” And what about the poor who benefit from the projects the Rotary Club funds? They’ve done virtually nothing to contribute to climate change, yet are suffering the worst of its impacts.

What about climate solutions? Rather than being punitive and harmful, many build goodwill and better friendships and, yes, are beneficial as well. Fort Hood, the largest army base in the U.S. by land area, was located right there in Texas. In 2015, they began to transition from fossil fuels to renewable power. Fort Hood now draws 45 percent of its power from solar and wind, saving taxpayers millions. As of 2020, wind and solar energy employed over thirty-seven thousand people across Texas.

By the end of my talk, most heads were nodding along, and most faces were friendly. Many came up afterward to comment positively or ask further questions. Last in line was a local businessman whom I’d met a few times. He’d always been polite, but he’d never brought up climate change with me before. That day, however, he wore an expression I’d never seen before: he appeared bemused.

“I never thought too much of this whole global warming thing,” he confessed—which is a polite Texan way of saying he’d thought it was a load of crap—“but it passed the Four-Way Test.” In other words, what could he do? He had no choice. Climate change fit right into his value system. Because he was a Rotarian, he already cared about it; he just hadn’t realized it until that day. In fact, caring about climate change made him an even better and more genuine Rotarian than he’d been before.

In everyday life, we don’t usually get to walk up to a giant banner displaying the rules someone lives by before launching into a conversation. So to figure out where to open a discussion, take inventory of who you are and what you might have in common with others you know and meet. If you don’t know what matters to them, ask. Then listen carefully to what they say. Here’s my inventory.

WHERE I LIVE

Home is often central to our identity so one of the first things you can ask is, where do you live? I live in Texas, as did everyone else at that Rotary Club meeting. Like them, I want to know that water will come out when I turn on the tap. I also want to know that my house won’t be destroyed by floods, and that our city won’t turn into a ghost town because we didn’t prepare for stronger, longer droughts as climate changes. I’m pretty sure most people in Texas would feel the same way.

When I was invited to address the Texas Water Conservation Authority’s annual meeting a few years ago, I decided to try another new approach. I talked, as always, about how temperature and precipitation were changing, and how securing water supply and managing reservoirs would become critically important in a warming world. But I never mentioned the touchy words “climate” and “change” together.

As I collected my computer from the podium afterward, an older woman in a tweed suit came running up to me. She grabbed my hand and pumped it enthusiastically. “I agree with everything you said!” she exclaimed. “Of course we have to prepare!”

Then she continued, disapprovingly, “Those people who talk about global warming, I don’t agree with them at all.” My mind boggled at this: I’d shown climate projections for higher and lower temperatures in my presentation. If that wasn’t global warming, what was?

“But this,” she concluded with emphasis, speaking about my presentation, “this makes sense.” By focusing on what we had in common and avoiding the trigger words that would have turned her off, we were able to agree completely that Texas needed smarter water planning to cope with a warmer world.

WHAT I LOVE DOING

What do you enjoy doing? For many of us, exercising and spending time outdoors is crucial to our mental health. Something as simple as walking around the neighborhood has helped to lift my mood during the coronavirus pandemic. Many of my most cherished and evocative memories are of the outdoors: the pine woods of Ontario I’d run through as a child, the windy expansive view from the Colorado mountain I summitted with my dad, the shifting blue-green waters of the Great Lakes where I’d sail with my grandpa.

As a family, we love to ski and snowboard together. But a study I did for Sports Illustrated back in 2007 showed that many lower-elevation and more southern ski resorts may be unable to open consistently as climate changes. Already, conditions are getting warmer and often drier, too. I’ve experienced this firsthand; living in Texas, our favorite place to ski is New Mexico. Just a few years ago, they experienced a winter so hot and dry, some ski areas weren’t able to fully open for the season.

I’m sure there are people who enjoy the outdoors who don’t think climate change matters to them. I’m even more sure that most of them would care about it, passionately, if they really understood what’s at risk. Many professional and amateur winter athletes recognize that climate change is affecting their winter recreation. They’re using their social media platforms and interviews to explain why we need to tackle it before it’s too late. Companies like Burton and Patagonia are coming alongside, interspersing information on their websites about how climate change affects snow and ice between videos about untracked powder in Kazakhstan and photos of first summits in the Andes. If we care about the outdoors, then we care about climate change.

WHERE I’M FROM

What is your home country? I’m Canadian, and—like most of us—I love my country. I’m proud of its diversity, its thriving cities, and its natural beauty. But I also see the real threats climate change poses: the encroaching invasive species, thawing permafrost, bigger wildfires, sinking coastlines, and increasing flood risk that have already taken a toll on our True North.

I grew up in a house without air-conditioning, yet just a few decades later it’s now a basic necessity in southern Canada. And though Canada has a reputation for accepting refugees from the farthest ends of the Earth, it’s estimated that climate change could displace as many as a billion people by mid-century. That’s many times more than our entire population.

If climate change continues unchecked, Canada will struggle to ensure the safety and well-being of its own people and economy, let alone make a dent in the coming global refugee crisis. That’s why, if you’re a Canadian, you care, too: even if you don’t know it. And if you’re not, I bet I could come up with just as compelling a list of reasons why citizens of your country care about climate change, too.

THOSE I LOVE

Who do you love? Being a mom is a big part of who I am. People can tell you what it’s like to become a parent, but until it happens, it’s nearly impossible to understand the reaction you experience the first instant you lay eyes on that red-faced, squalling bundle. It literally felt like something in my chest had rearranged itself, and it’s never been the same since.

I care about climate change because of my child’s future, and that of his cousins, and my friends’ kids, too. And how could any caring parent, grandparent, uncle, or aunt not care, if they truly understood the risks?

Organizations like the Mom’s Clean Air Force advocate for clean air and a safe world for our kids. I’m also part of Science Moms, where scientists who are moms share with other moms what we know and how we can raise our voices to support climate action and protect our kids’ future. By definition we all care, because we love our kids and want this planet to continue to be a safe home for them.

WHAT I BELIEVE

What do you believe? I’m a Christian and I believe that if you are someone who takes the Bible seriously, then you already care about climate change.

I know this might sound surprising. In the U.S., white evangelicals are less worried about climate change than any other group. But even when their objections are cloaked in religious-sounding language, it’s not their theology that drives them. No, it’s the political polarization and tribalism I talked about before. That’s what’s responsible for the partisan frames of many U.S. Christians, and it’s those frames, not the Bible, that cause them to reject what science says about a changing climate.

Climate change disproportionately affects the poor, the hungry, and the sick, the very ones the Bible instructs us to care for and love. If you belong to any major world religion—or even if you don’t—this probably speaks to you, too. Climate change amplifies hunger and poverty, increasing risks of resource scarcity that can in turn exacerbate political instability and even create or worsen refugee crises. Those most vulnerable to climate change are the same people who already suffer from malnutrition, food shortages, water scarcity, and disease. That’s true here in North America as well as on the other side of the world.

Then there’s pollution, biodiversity loss, habitat fragmentation, species extinction: climate change makes all those worse, too. Dominion is not the same thing as domination; the very word implies stewardship and sustainability, with more animals on the ark than people, so to speak. In fact, if Christians truly believe we’ve been given responsibility—“dominion”—over every living thing on this planet, as it says at the very beginning of Genesis, then we won’t only objectively care about climate change. We will be at the front of the line demanding action because it’s our God-given responsibility to do so. Failing to care about climate change is a failure to love. What is more Christian than to be good stewards of the planet and love our global neighbor as ourselves?

BE WHO YOU ARE

Bombarding people with more data, facts, and science isn’t the key to convincing others of why climate change matters and how important and urgent it is that we fix it. Instead, when we’re talking about contentious, politicized issues, study after study has shown that sharing our personal and lived experiences is far more compelling than reeling off distant facts. Connect who we are to why we care. Bond with someone over a value we already possess and share, one that is already near and dear to our hearts. Tell them why you care about climate change and why others might, too.

Contemporary theorists like George Marshall explain the power of this approach. Caring about and acting on climate change enables us to be an even more authentic version of who we already are, he says. Being a loving parent, or an avid conservationist, or a savvy businessperson, or a defender of your country, or a devout believer isn’t only consistent with climate action. Such action gives you a new opportunity to better express, through your words and your actions, who and what you care about.

So now, when I’m not sure how someone will react to a conversation about climate change, I don’t begin with that. Instead, I start by asking them about themselves. I share who I am, placing particular emphasis on those aspects that we have in common. I’m a Canadian; someone who lives in Texas and wants the best for it; someone who loves winter and snow and the outdoors and her child; and someone who’s a Christian who believes that we humans have a God-given responsibility to care for our home, and for our sisters and our brothers and every living thing that shares it with us.

The World Evangelical Alliance represents 600 million people around the world. Since 2019, I’ve been honored to serve as their climate ambassador. They take climate change so seriously that their former secretary general Bishop Efraim Tendero was an official member of the Philippine delegation to the Paris climate conference in 2015.

A North American evangelical once asked Bishop Efraim why he cares about climate change, adding accusingly, “Don’t you read the Scriptures?”

“Yes,” he replied, “I do read the Scriptures. That’s exactly why I care.”






3 WHO YOU ARE



“The environment is where we all meet, where we all have a mutual interest; it is the one thing all of us share. It is not only a mirror of ourselves, but a focusing lens on what we can become.”

LADY BIRD JOHNSON

“How do I talk to my friends about this? They don’t see it like I do.”

NASA RESEARCHER AT KATHARINE’S TALK



I never used to talk about why I became a climate scientist. Getting personal about our work is something we scientists are trained not to do. Leaving our deeper motivations at the door of the lab serves us well as we analyze data and draw conclusions. But when it comes to explaining to others—and to ourselves—why it matters, we need more.

When I was nine years old, my family moved to Cali, Colombia, where my parents spent several years working at a bilingual school and helping out with a local church. We lived in a whitewashed, red-tiled row house in a lower- to middle-class area. We had electricity and running water most days, and we’d fill up the kerosene lamp and the bathtub for when we didn’t. But we often spent the weekends visiting far-flung barrios where houses of mud bricks and tin clung to the side of a mountain, or remote villages that lay several hours up a rutted, puddle-filled dirt road. There, the toilet was simply a wall to stand behind—wearing a skirt made it a lot easier—and lunch consisted of rice, plantains, and the guinea pigs that were slowest to run.

Our vintage 1969 Ford Bronco would be packed with everyone who needed a ride there or back, plus my dad’s telescope—an avid amateur astronomer, he’d often host impromptu viewings of the moon and Saturn’s rings. If it had been raining, I’d be propped up in the driver’s seat, one toe barely reaching the clutch, to steer while everyone else got out to push the truck through the mud.

Disasters hit us hard here in North America, but our recovery is cushioned by private and public services, from home insurance to disaster relief. In Colombia in the 1980s, life was challenging at the best of times: poverty, inequality, lack of clean water and health care; corruption and danger from the mafia, the guerrillas, the paramilitaries; reverberations from the atrocities of “La Violencia” in the 1950s still echoing through many rural areas. When disaster struck, it could be devastating. When rains came, entire neighborhoods were swept away. When drought hit, people starved.

Inspired by my dad’s love of the night sky, I decided to study astrophysics when I returned home to attend university in Canada. But a course I serendipitously took on climate science yanked my focus from the stars to the Earth. I learned how climate change is making many of the risks faced by people in low income countries worse; that is why the U.S. military calls it a threat multiplier. Climate change affects our food, our water, even the air we breathe. It accelerates the destructive impacts of human expansion on natural ecosystems and it impacts our own health, our welfare, even our pocketbooks. And it exacerbates humanitarian crises: poverty, hunger, diseases, even political instability and the plight of refugees.

I learned how the vulnerabilities I saw in Colombia are reflected around the world and are being amplified by climate change. Just like the coronavirus pandemic, it’s deepening the chasm between the haves and the have-nots, pushing many more into poverty. Whoever we are, wherever we live, disasters take whatever challenges we are already facing and make them worse.

As a Christian, I believe we’re called to love others as we’ve been loved by God, and that means caring for those who are suffering—their physical needs and their well-being—which today are being exacerbated by climate impacts. How could I not want to do something about that?

That’s why I became a climate scientist.

BEGIN WITH WHO YOU ARE

The first time I was invited to speak at a local church here in Texas, I decided the time had come to share more of my personal motivation, as uncomfortable as it might feel. After all, the reason I’m a climate scientist is because I’m a Christian. Maybe, I thought, just maybe a few of the people there might realize they cared about climate change for the same reasons I did.

It was a Wednesday night. The meeting was in one of the adult Bible study rooms, down a long hall with tan carpet. A group of about fifty interested people had gathered. I showed them the data revealing that yes, the planet is warming, and yes, humans are responsible. As I expanded on the impacts we were already experiencing in Texas, people listened and nodded along; they felt validated by what I had to say and it matched what they’d witnessed themselves. But then I took a deep breath, gathered up my courage, and for the first time ever, nervously launched into why I cared: the biblical mandate for stewardship and care for creation, the connection between climate change and poverty, and the Bible verses that directed my concern.

I was half expecting people to laugh; but instead, they seemed surprised. They recognized those Bible verses I was quoting and they lived by the same principles. And the questions I got afterward shifted: they were deeper, far more personal than I’d heard before. This audience cared. Why? Because we had connected over something fundamental and undeniable that we shared.

BRING FAITH INTO THE CONVERSATION

Tim Fullman is an ecologist who studies caribou in Alaska. He grew up in a conservative evangelical church in Southern California. Although he was encouraged in his love of science, certain topics—creationism and evolution—were only considered from one viewpoint. For a long time, his perspective on climate change could best be summarized as “I don’t really know either way, but I’ve at least got some skeptical questions,” but he hadn’t really taken the time to look into the issue.

It was only later, when he was in grad school at the University of Florida studying geography, that he started to question why climate change was a “Christian issue.” “This led me to ask a Christian mentor the same question,” he says, “and his response surprised me. ‘It’s because this is the kind of thing that will lead to big sweeping regulations and a one-world government, as you read about in the Book of Revelation. It could be a sign of the end times.’ ”

As a Christian, Tim could understand why there was debate over evolution, but his mentor’s reply left him with more questions than answers. This prompted him to look deeper. “I couldn’t find anything that clearly contradicted climate change from reading the Bible,” he says, “so I felt like I should take a more open look at the scientific evidence.” When he did, it was enough to convince him. “I saw the potential alternative drivers of climate change—volcanoes, the Sun, the Earth’s orbit—failing to fit the historic data,” he says, “and human-produced greenhouse gases fitting it nicely.”

One of the most frequent “Christian” arguments I hear is that God is in control, so humans can’t affect something as big as the Earth. But this completely overlooks the role of human agency, the fact that the Bible explicitly states that God gave humans responsibility over the Earth. And Tim agrees. “Even though my ultimate hope and security is in heaven,” he says, “I think we are called to stewardship and what we do here on the Earth really matters.”

Tim now makes it a priority to communicate about climate change with others, especially with friends and family in the conservative sphere. Five years ago he would not have brought this topic up, but now he values helping other Christians see that this doesn’t conflict with their faith. “Actually, caring about the climate and the environment is how we ‘love the least of these,’ and help other people,” he reflects. His values didn’t change; if anything, he developed a deeper understanding of them, one he can now communicate to those who share them.

If you’re not a Rotarian or a person of faith, don’t be discouraged. These are only two of many ways we can connect with others. Another effective point of connection is through a shared passion or interest.

START WITH WHAT YOU LIKE TO DO

Renée is a ski racer from Quebec. Like many of her high school classmates, she cared about climate change but was starting to despair of being able to alter anything. “I felt overwhelmed,” she says. “The problem was so big, and a lot of people knew that climate change was an issue, but nobody was doing anything about it.”

That all changed when she heard the words of young Swedish activist Greta Thunberg, who inspired her to go to the big climate strike in downtown Ottawa in September 2019. “That sense of community made me think, ‘I’m really not in this alone. A bunch of other people are fighting for the same goals,’ ” she said.

With her friend and fellow skier Julia, she joined Protect Our Winters (POW), an organization started by Jeremy Jones. He’s an American snowboarder worried about the effects that climate change is having on the sport. Now she recruits other skiers to spread the message. To help, she’s going to make helmet stickers, with the Protect Our Winters logo, out of recycled materials. “There’s no waste coming from the stickers,” she says, “and they can start a good conversation and get more people involved.”

Renée has given presentations in class about Protect Our Winters and described ways her classmates can all minimize their impact on the environment. For Earth Day, she helped organize an assembly at her high school with a speaker from POW’s Hot Planet/Cool Athletes outreach program. She’s realized that although hardly anyone ever changes their mind in the span of a conversation, helping people connect who they are to why they care makes a big difference, long-term. Now in university, she’s decided to major in environmental studies.


TALK ABOUT WHAT YOU LOVE

Who else’s interests are directly impacted by climate change? Well, birders, for one. The Audubon Society has put together over 140 million observations by birders and scientists to create a compelling series of maps showing where hundreds of bird species live today and how their ranges will shift due to climate change. They estimate that two-thirds of the birds in North America are at risk of climate-related extinction, and iconic species may lose the meaning of their names—the Baltimore oriole, for example, may no longer be native to Baltimore. The Audubon’s conclusion is crystal-clear: “Birds will be forced to relocate to find favorable homes. And they may not survive.” So if you’re a birder, you have every reason to care about climate change.

If you enjoy fly fishing, you need to know that climate change is increasing the water temperature in streams, making fish such as salmon and trout more susceptible to disease and parasites. Many streams are snow-fed: warmer winters mean less snow, more rain, and earlier snowmelt. This affects the timing of fish migration and lowers summer flow. In Oregon and Idaho, it’s estimated that up to 40 percent of salmon habitat could be lost before the end of the century due to warmer temperatures alone.

Then there are hunters. Ducks Unlimited says that conservation has made great strides in restoring bird populations—but climate change could undo all its gains. “Climate change poses a significant threat to North America’s waterfowl,” they warn, “that could undermine achievements gained through more than 70 years of conservation work.”

Snowmobilers might not seem like the most obvious group to be concerned about climate change, yet a study I led for the U.S. Northeast found that the snowmobile season in many states is already shrinking. Across much of eastern North America, recreational snowmobilers are essential to the wintertime economy of many small towns. Motels, restaurants, shops, and gas stations depend on their traffic. As climate continues to change, only the most northern locations will still have enough snow on the ground on a regular basis to sustain the industry.

Warmer temperatures and heavier rain events are affecting the viability of many other outdoor sports, from golf to soccer. Record summer heat waves since their last stadium opened in 1994 have already prompted the Texas Rangers baseball team to build a whole new stadium. They put a roof on it and air-condition it to keep the fans and players cool. Pond hockey and outdoor ice rinks, a staple in many northern backyards and neighborhood parks, are getting less and less viable as winters warm.

Cities hosting the Winter Olympics have to worry about whether there will be snow on their mountains; Summer Olympic hosts like Tokyo are concerned about extreme heat. Biometeorologists like my friend Jenni Vanos from Arizona State University are being asked to map out marathon routes that keep athletes cool. Outdoor tennis competitions are taking longer breaks to minimize athletes’ risk of heat exhaustion.

Even those of us who aren’t into sports often look forward to a beach vacation. However, many beaches are already being eroded and submerged by rising seas. Half the world’s sandy beaches could be gone by end-of-century, with many beachside economies—in Australia, Brazil, and the U.S. Gulf Coast region—along with them.

It’s hard to think of any outdoor activity that isn’t being affected by climate change.

BRING UP WHAT YOU GROW AND EAT

Gardeners are seeing plant hardiness zones shifting. Much of the U.S. has moved into a whole new zone in just twenty-five years. Plants are flowering and blooming earlier in the year, and invasive species are migrating into many regions. It’s estimated invasive species have cost the global economy over a trillion dollars since 1970.

I’m part of the U.S. Department of the Interior’s South Central Climate Adaptation Science Center (CASC). We work with landowners, farmers, and ecologists worried about species like fire ants and bindweed spreading across our region as it warms. In the Northeast CASC, scientist Bethany Bradley decided to be more proactive about it. She and her colleagues created brochures and a website to teach Northeastern gardeners which non-native plants to avoid: burning bush, Japanese honeysuckle, and, most of all, kudzu. During the 1930s, farmers in the Southeast were encouraged to plant kudzu to feed to their livestock. Lacking any natural predator, this woody plant soon became known as the “vine that ate the south.” Thanks to warmer winters, over the last few decades kudzu has been spreading northward. It’s even reached southern Ontario.

In 2016, the Garden Club of America released a statement expressing their concern over climate change, and their commitment to educating people about “causes and constructive responses.” Each year now, they reach out to climate scientists like me to give them the latest update on what we’ve learned and how they can help.

Climate change also affects the food we grow. Greens like lettuce could face unfavorable growing conditions and more extreme weather events that make contaminants like E. coli easier to spread. And warmer temperatures could imperil the water supplies needed to grow bananas, the world’s most popular fruit, as well as citrus fruits and olives. As temperatures warm, conditions become more favorable for many of the pests and diseases that already destroy between 20 to 40 percent of the world’s crops every year.

It’s not only food, either; your favorite beverage might be impacted, too. Warmer temperatures and higher levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere affect the composition and fermentation of grapes. This is already happening in iconic wine-growing areas of France, from Languedoc to Bordeaux; and it’s affecting beer, too. Warmer temperatures have decreased the yield of hops and altered beer quality in the Czech Republic, which is famous for its lager. In 2015, twenty-four breweries, including Guinness and New Belgium, signed a Brewery Climate Declaration, calling attention to the risks climate change poses to their industry. And some organizations are going further: SAB Miller, the parent company of familiar names like Grolsch and Miller Genuine Draft, is experimenting with cassava root as a replacement for barley malt in warmer growing areas.

Prefer hot chocolate or coffee? Shifts in rainfall patterns are already affecting cacao harvests, and warmer temperatures increase evapotranspiration, essentially squeezing the water out of the soil and plants that produce chocolate. Coffee giants from Nespresso to Lavazza are concerned about climate change impacts on the millions of small shareholder farmers who grow beans around the world. They are launching programs to build resilience and even provide customized insurance to cover farmers’ climate-related losses due to disease, mold, drought, and more.

By now, you might see a pattern, and some ways into conversation through things that people love and you do, too. Do you like gardening, beaches, or birds? Beer, coffee, or wine? Outdoor experiences, sports, or activities with your family? If so, then you have something to talk about.

GO BEYOND THE SCIENCE

Many scientists have particular difficulty figuring out how to connect with nonscientists over climate change. I think that’s at least in part because being a scientist isn’t just a job or a career for most of us. It’s more like a vocation or a calling, a fascination and a lifelong quest for knowledge.

We scientists connect with one another over that shared love of science without even consciously recognizing we’re doing so. But when you think, breathe, and live science, it can be hard to decipher what else you care about. As a result, when giving a talk at a university or to an academic audience, I typically field a dozen or more questions that are all variants of “How can I connect with anyone over anything other than science?”

After a Christmas event in Washington, D.C., a NASA researcher approached me, overwhelmed with concern about how climate change is affecting our world and how he sees this in the data, firsthand. “But how do I talk to my friends about this?” he asked. “They don’t see it like I do.” I asked him what he enjoys doing with his friends, and he said they love getting together to cook. He comes from South America, one of many regions where climate change is increasing the risk of drought as well as affecting specialty crops and people’s livelihoods. All of these would be relevant things to bring up at his next dinner party, I said.

A young woman who worked for a science organization sought me out, wondering how to broach the topic of climate change with her grandmother. “What do you like to do together?” I asked. “Knit,” she replied. I love knitting, so the answer came easily. I suggested she look up the “warming stripes” for the place where her grandmother grew up. Warming stripes are a visual representation of how temperature has changed in any given location over time. The creation of British climate scientist Ed Hawkins, warming stripes consist of one stripe for each year. If it was a colder year, it’s blue. A normal year is white. A warmer year is pink, and a hotter year is red. People have turned the warming stripes into knitting patterns that start off mostly blue at one end—usually around the late 1800s or early 1900s—and then shift to bright red as they head toward the 2020s. “What if you knit a scarf together,” I said, “and ask your grandma to tell you about memorable years, and how she’s seen conditions change over her lifetime?”

After speaking at a university in California, a scientist told me he’d been reaching out to local churches. He was convinced, as I am, that getting churches on board is part of the solution—but he hadn’t been getting any traction. What should he do?

“Start with the denomination or the type of congregation you have most in common with,” I suggested. “Where do you attend?”

“Oh, I’m an atheist,” he said blithely.

“In that case, stop!” I replied. “You are not the right person to have that conversation; that’s why it’s been falling flat.

“Instead, connect with people whose values you genuinely share. So, what do you enjoy doing?”

“Well, science,” he said, as a scientist always will.

“Yes,” I said, “of course. But what else do you do? Do you hike or run, sail or surf; are you a member of the Rotary Club or any community organizations?”

“No,” he replied, “and no, and no.”

After going through about ten different options, something finally occurred to him.

“Well, I am a diver,” he said uncertainly, not convinced it mattered. But when I smiled encouragingly and nodded, he warmed to his theme. “I dive a lot, and I’ve been doing it for a long time. In fact, I hold a few records for very deep dives.”

“Perfect!” I said. “That’s exactly the community you can reach out to. Oceans are being affected even more than land areas due to warming and acidification, but we humans often don’t realize it because we don’t live in the oceans. You could approach diving instructors and schools and clubs in your area and offer to educate divers on how climate change is affecting the oceans and marine life and what they can do to help. They are much more likely to listen to you than to me. You are a diver, so you understand.”

WHAT ABOUT YOU?

At this point, if you’re a food or drink aficionado, a crafter, an outdoor enthusiast, or an ocean-lover, you may be starting to see a few ways you hadn’t explored before that you can build on to connect with others. But if you’re not one of those, and not a particularly religious person either—or even if you are but that’s not a part of your world that you’re wanting to have conversations in—then you might be thinking, “That’s all well and fine for you, Katharine, but this still doesn’t help me.”

It will, though: because being a person of faith, or an athlete, a gardener, or a wine connoisseur, someone who knits, or someone who loves snow, aren’t the only frames that work. Depending on who you are, whom you’re talking to, and what you both care about, there are all kinds of approaches that will work for you. The only condition is that you have to be genuine. Don’t pretend to be something you’re not.

If you’re still struggling with this concept and how it applies to you, ask yourself a few questions. Where do you live? What or whom do you love? What activities do you enjoy doing? What do you do for work? Do you come from any particular culture, place, or faith tradition? And perhaps most importantly, what are you passionate about?

It could be the simple fact that you and the other person are both parents, or you live in the same place. Or you could bond over the fact you work in the same industry or business, or you enjoy the same types of activities. You might be an avid online gamer, like oceanographer Henri Drake, who runs a Twitch channel to talk about climate change in his spare time. You might be a hockey player like climate modeller Gabe Vecchi, who tracks how outdoor skating days are declining around Princeton, where he lives, and uses that information to talk to his teammates about climate change. How you connect with others doesn’t have to fit any mold, example, or pattern. Whoever you are, you are the perfect person to talk about climate change with others who share your interests and concerns.

WE ALREADY CARE

When you find out what people care about, and connect climate impacts directly to the values people have, they can see that caring about climate change is already integral to who they are. Parents care about their kids’ health, and future. Residents of a city or region care about their water supply and their local economy. Outdoor enthusiasts care about the abundance of fish, birds, wildlife, or snow, each of which requires a healthy environment and a thriving ecosystem. Military and defense experts, from Pentagon employees to four-star generals, are very worried about climate change and its potential to multiply resource scarcity and security threats around the world.

To put it another way, none of us cares about climate change because a two-degree or three-degree or even a four-degree increase in the average temperature of the planet matters to us personally. I don’t even care for that reason, and I’m a climate scientist. We care because the cascade of events triggered by that warming affects everything we already care about: where we get the food that we eat and how much it costs; how clean or dirty the air that we breathe is; the economy and national security; hunger, disease, and poverty across the planet; the future of civilization as we know it. We’ve woven a million reasons why we already care about climate change into the very fabric of our society. We just haven’t fully realized it yet.

Stop for a second and take a breath. That came from our planet. Then think about how every single resource we use in our lives is provided by the Earth, from the water we drink and the food we consume to the materials we use to build our houses and our clothes and our phones. All of those resources are gifts from our home, planet Earth.

This is why, to care about a changing climate, we don’t have to change anyone’s values or try to transform them into anything other than who they already are. We just need to be people who want this planet to continue to be a safe, hospitable home for us all.

And to share this message effectively, we need to bring our hearts to the table, not just our heads.






SECTION 2: WHY FACTS MATTER—AND WHY THEY ARE NOT ENOUGH







4 THE FACTS ARE THE FACTS



“The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it.”

FLANNERY O’CONNOR

“What science do you and Biden subscribe to that makes this change human-caused but all the others totally natural?”

AN ENGINEER ON LINKEDIN, COMMENTING ON KATHARINE’S POST



“Last month we visited the Creation Museum,” our friend Mark said brightly. We were catching up over coffee after we hadn’t seen each other in a while. My husband nudged me, a silent warning not to say anything impolite: he’d already heard my opinion of the museum’s statues of humans alongside animatronic dinosaurs a few too many times.
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