
VISUAL COMMUNICATION 
OF CLIMATE CHANGE
The mass media plays a large and important role in the 
communicati on of climate change.2 As well as providing 
an interface between scienti sts and the public, it holds 
signifi cant infl uence over public percepti ons, behaviour 
change and awareness of the issue. The mass media, and 
other communicators of climate change, faces signifi cant 
obstacles in relaying what is one of the most pressing 
issues of our ti me. If the visual is debatably the most 
dominant of the senses in western culture3 then it is 
important not to underesti mate the power and role of 
images in climate change communicati on.4 The medium 
of photography and the landscape and animals of the 
Arcti c occupy a privileged positi on in this discourse,5 providing striking visions and icons for the 
dialogues of climate change.

The wisdom of using the Arcti c in the 
visual communicati on of climate change

As a ‘wicked’ problem, climate change is a notoriously diffi  cult 
to communicate. However, without eff ecti ve communicati on of 
the causes and eff ects of climate change, as well as miti gati on 
and adaptati on measures that can be employed against it, the 
signifi cant shift s in consciousness and behaviour needed to defl ect 
climate change will be diffi  cult to achieve.1

Arcti c has widely been used to speak for climate change, with 
images of melti ng icebergs and Polar Bears frequently dominati ng 
visual discourse on the issue. There are both merits and 
drawbacks in using the Arcti c as an emblem for climate change, 
with the region simultaneously performing both a distancing and 
connecti ng functi on. 

Drawbacks
Images of the Arcti c and Polar Bears:
• Show the destructi on and damage 

climate change can bring, but do not 
off er soluti ons leaving people feeling 
hopeless and overwhelmed.

• Simplify and reduce climate change to 
dramati c events.

• Do not always present accurate ‘proof’ of 
climate change.

The use of Arcti c landscapes and Polar 
Bears situates climate change in a distant 
locati on. This can have several eff ects on 
the percepti on of climate change making it:
• Appear ‘out there’ and not made 

personally relevant or salient
• Lack immediacy
• Unable to compete with more immediate 

and local concerns.
• Exclusionary of other locati ons, animals 

and people 
• Perpetuati ng the dominati on of Western 

perspecti ves.

Merits
Images of the Arcti c and Polar Bears:
• Draw att enti on to the magnitude and 

global nature of climate change.
• Illustrate the far-reaching eff ects of local 

carbon emissions.
• Provide simple, memorable, powerful 

and iconic images that catch people’s 
att enti on.

• Speak for the global nature of climate 
change and its tragedies. 

• Communicate the “urgency of 
climate change and its potenti ally 
life-threatening and irreversible 
consequences”7

• Make losses due to climate change 
meaningful and shocking8

• Have paved the way for more positi ve 
“soluti ons based images”9

• While not always accurate, have “sound” 
underlying ecological points10

There is recogniti on of both the strengths and weaknesses 
inherent in the use of Arcti c images to represent climate change. 

“The questi on of 
how best to engage 
the public in eff orts 
to confront global 

climate change poses 
a signifi cant challenge 

to acti vist organisati ons,
 policymakers, and 

academics” 
(Slocum 2004: 413).

POLAR BEARS: CHARASMATIC MEGAFAUNA
“Images of Polar Bears stranded on ice fl oes have
 become iconic of climate change”11

The Polar Bear, largely through the eff orts of environmental NGO’s, has become to climate change 
what the Panda Bear is to the environmental movement.  As both the world’s largest land-based 
predator, and an animal whose fate is exposed and vulnerable to climate change, the Polar Bear strikes 
a powerful symbol for climate change. Images of Polar Bears, parti cularly for Northern populati ons, 
provide a clear and emoti onal message against climate change that facts and fi gures frequently fail to 
achieve.  However, it is debated whether images of the plight of Polar Bears, and the demise of their 
habitat, are eff ecti ve in inspiring acti on against climate change as they have a limited audience, are 
specifi c to one geographical locati on and are popularised at the expense of ignoring other threatened 
animals and humans. 

Picture it: creati ng meaningful and connecti ng dialogues on/
about climate changew
There are a number of ways proposed to make the communicati on of climate change more eff ecti ve. 
The localising of climate change and using visual culture are examples of some of these soluti ons. The 
icebergs and Polar Bears of the Arti c have a role to play in creati ng meaningful dialogues concerning 
climate change. However, a diversifi cati on of the images used to portray climate change would be 
valuable as it would contribute to a move away from an apocalypti c narrati ve of climate change to one 
that is about miti gati on and adaptati on.

Localising climate change
“Localizing climate change means to transform it into problems that are materially and culturally 
relevant to citi zens and also to change what is relevant [though at the same ti me] reasons  to care 
locally should not be reduced to cost-saving energy-effi  cient lightbulbs and retrofi ts”12 Localising 
climate change imagery can make the problem less overwhelming, more approachable and personally 
signifi cant thus inspiring politi cal acti on.

Visioning the future
There is space for the development of more “poeti c” ways of communicati ng and understanding 
climate change that “could render its public lives, public uptakes, and public engagements more 
resilient, and practi cally rewarding”.13 Visual imagery is privileged in most media and therefore is 
an important part of making climate change understood as a real and urgent global threat, without 
limiti ng positi ve personal agency and acti on.

ARTIC LANDSCAPE: MELTING WORLDS
Diminishing glaciers and disintegrati ng icebergs have long been used as visual evidence for climate 
change. Photographic landscapes of melti ng ice, especially in the Polar regions, provide images 
that document the environmental eff ects of climate change but also off er depicti ons of the beauty 
that stands to be lost. However, these photographs are problemati c in that they can inspire feelings 
of helplessness and despondency. They show destructi on but do not demonstrate the causes or 
soluti ons for climate change. Furthermore, as documentary evidence, they relegate climate change to 
the past, not as an ongoing and evolving problem.

Problems in 
communicati ng 
climate change

Media/ 
Environmental 

 organisati ons/Art

Photography

Characteristi cs of 
climate change

• Globalisati on and ownership 
of news  organisati ons

• Simplfi cati on of messages
• Events-based reporti ng
• Inconsistent messages

• Provides evidence and 
provokes emoti onal 
responses but has 
limitati ons because of 
temporal restricti ons.

• Complex, scienti fi c, slow-moving 
problem

• Intangible, invisible, seen as being 
geographically and temporally 
distant.6

WORKS CITED Anderson, A. 2009, “Media, politics and climate change: Towards a new research agenda”, Sociology Compass, vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 166-182. 2  

Doyle, J. 2007, “Picturing the clima (c) tic: Greenpeace and the representational politics of climate change communication”, Science as culture, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 129-150. 3  9

Doyle, J. 2009, “Seeing the climate? The problematic status of visual evidence in climate change campaigning” In: Dobrin, Sidney and Morey, Sean, eds. Ecosee: Image, Rhetoric, and Nature. State University of New 
York Press, New York, USA, pp. 279-298.5

Leiserowitz, A. (2005) “American Risk Perceptions: Is Climate Change Dangerous?,” Risk Analysis vol. 25, no. 6, pp 1433–1442 6

O’Neill, S., & Nicholson-Cole, S. 2009, ““Fear Won’t Do It” Promoting Positive Engagement With Climate Change Through Visual and Iconic Representations”, Science Communication, vol. 30, no. 3, pp. 355-379. 11

Slocum, R. 2004, “Polar bears and energy-effi cient lightbulbs: strategies to bring climate change home”, Environment and Planning D, vol. 22, pp. 413-438. 8  12

Wibeck, V. 2014, “Social representations of climate change in Swedish lay focus groups: local or distant, gradual or catastrophic?”, Public understanding of science, vol. 23, no. 2, pp. 204-219. 4  7

Wynne, B. 2010, “Strange Weather, Again Climate Science as Political Art”, Theory, Culture & Society, vol. 27, no. 2-3, pp. 289-305. 13
Ziser, M. & Sze, J. 2007, “Climate change, environmental aesthetics, and global environmental 

justice cultural studies”, Discourse, vol. 29, no. 2, pp.384-410
Acknowledgments: Lauren Bates, Paul Crafford & Shari Daya
Image credit: Fruchtzwerg’s world

“Images of melti ng
 glaciers dominate 

the pictorial 
language of climate 

change, powerful 
symbols of a 

fragile earth at risk 
from the impacts 

of climate change” 
(Doyle 2007: 129).

“Among the means by which a shift  of awareness 
[of climate change] might occur is cultural work” (Miles 2010: 19)
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