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When you think of               
‘global warming’ or ‘climate 

change’, 
what images come into your mind?

celebrities:       
the new charismatic 

megafauna

The emergent science-policy-celebrity complex

spur multi-scale meaningful change? 

provide chances to dismiss issues?

enroll a new set of ‘actors’?

add to a politics of distraction?

inspire reflexivity in everyday 
spaces?

coddle ongoing consumerism?
Is it more effective to ‘plant’
celebrities instead of trees?

How do celebrities inform & influence environmental governance 
in the (new) ‘carbon economy’?

confluence of media-science-politics in everyday spaces
“Celebrity is a bit silly, but it is currency…” ~ Bono

bringing climate change to life: 
some comments on 

everyday spaces of culture & politics
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A Facebook page for Planet Earth?
Name: Earth
Nickname: big blue
Description: a slightly oblate sphere

Height: surface area ~ 5.1 x 1014 m2

– highest point: Mount Everest
– lowest point: Marianas Trench

Weight: 5.98 x 1027 grams
Age:  4.6 billion years (but youthful!)

Interests: supporting life; rotating 
and revolving

Max Boykoff maxwell.boykoff@ouce.ox.ac.uk Oxford University Centre for the Environment

An Essential ‘Top Ten’
1) What is climate change and global warming?
2) Is it happening?
3) How is it happening?
4) How much is happening? 
5) How do we know what we know? 
6) What is going to happen?
7) Do human activities matter?
8) How much/in what ways human activities matter?
9) What are some impacts from climate change?
10) What is being done about it?
Max Boykoff maxwell.boykoff@ouce.ox.ac.uk Oxford University Centre for the Environment
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some questions/issues that can     
‘bring climate change to life’

how (much) do our 
activities matter?

transport, land use, industry & households

what are we doing/going 
to do about it?

how (much) do human activities matter?
Our carbon-based industry and society

The Anthropocene Era 
~ Paul Crutzen

As a collective 
society we have 
worked hard to 

make progress, but 
have we worked 

smart?

Where are the efforts 
of past & present 

generations 
carrying us now? Revkin (1992) Revkin (1992)

how (much) do human activities 
matter?

2 ways to view human contributions
1) By Country/Nation

How (much) do human activities 
matter?

2) survival vs. luxury emissions

UNEP Vital Climate Change Graphics (2005)

per capita greenhouse 
gas emissions

‘inter-’ and ‘intra-’
generational equity

what are we doing/going to do about it?
can we take our time to respond to the challenge?

abrupt vs. gradual change

atmospheric temperature & media representations
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time (in years)
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Western Europe and North America
Australia/New Zealand, Middle East, 
Asia, Eastern Europe, South Africa   

newspaper coverage of               
climate change around the world 6750

7500

1992 ‘Earth 
Summit’ and 
Framework 

Convention on 
Climate 
Change

2001 IPCC Third 
Assessment 
Report (TAR)June 1991 

Mount Pinatubo 
erupts 

(Philippines)

1997 
Kyoto 

Protocol

October 
1998 

Hurricane 
Mitch 

(Central 
America)

1990 IPCC First 
Assessment 
Report (FAR)

August 
2005 

Hurricane 
Katrina 

(U.S. Gulf 
Coast)

2006 Release 
of ‘the Stern 

Review; 
release of ‘An 
Inconvenient 

Truth’

from Boykoff & Roberts UNDP HDR 2007

media representations & views in climate 
science & governance

convergence

Increased CO2 warms the planet

The Kyoto Protocol is a success

Humans contribute to climate change

Divergence

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Anthropogenic climate change 
Increases hurricane intensity

from Boykoff (2008) Nature Climate Reports

‘Alarmists’
‘Denialists’

how do various factors & pressures shape 
media coverage of climate change?

technical capacity 
issues                 
(e.g. specialist training)

weather event
(e.g. droughts)

cultural differences           
(e.g. trust in science & 
media)

political economic    
drivers & factors           
(e.g. media 
consolidation)

journalistic norms, 
pressures & values      
(e.g. personalization)

Carvalho and  Burgess (2005) ‘circuits of culture’,   
[developed from Johnson 1986; Du Gay, 1997]

framing, power and 
the power of framing

the attention 
economy, public    
‘caring’ capacity

citizen 
engagement and 

awareness

CONTEXT

language: caution/probability/jargon 
crisp commentary/certainty/brevity

the challenge of “translating error bars into ordinary language”
~ from my interview with Henry Pollack University of Michigan

“…we [scientists] are a little too unwilling to say things as we 
see the misuse of information in policy…”

~ from my interview with Malcolm Hughes University of Arizona

“climate change is an incremental story that is nearly impossible
to fit into the standard template of what we call ‘news’”

~ from my interview with Andrew C. Revkin New York Times

example #1: what does this mean for 
scientists interacting with the media?

from Boykoff (2007) Transactions of the Institute of British Geography

example #2: what does this mean for  
journalist & editor interactions?  

headline & text correspondence

what are we doing/going to do about it?
the cultural politics of climate change

linking representations & action
• climate change/global warming permeates all 

aspects of our lives & livelihoods
• need new tools to fix the problem: creativity, 

innovation & a new generation of thinking/acting
• this global problem requires a global response: 

international coordination & collaboration
• business and education are two the potentially 

most effective levers for change
• we must turn awareness to engagement & action
• we must turn political issues into moral & ethical 

issues
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thank you

Max Boykoff 
Environmental Change Institute

University of Oxford
maxwell.boykoff@eci.ox.ac.uk


