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What's best for communicating urgency: phrases like “global warming” and
“climate change” or “climate crisis” and “climate emergency”? What do audiences
take away from these semantic choices? Does it matter what words we use? What
about when the entire nation is watching a series of wildfires engulf Los Angeles,
fueled by unusually dry vegetation during what used to be the wet season?

I've spent a lot of time thinking about these questions. And | do think it
matters—now more than ever—even if it doesn’t explicitly inspire people to climate
action. Not everyone agrees with me.

This question popped up recently thanks to a pair of journal articles based on
psychology experiments testing people’s reactions to these different climate-related
phrases. One in August 2024 asked, “Should we change the word we use for climate
change?” Another in December 2024 concluded in its very article title, “Climate
change terminology does not influence willingness to take climate action.” That
article was also the subject of a thread on Bluesky last month that generated
interesting discussion about methodology (including from some unrelated
researchers, myself, and Genevieve Guenther who literally wrote the book on “The
Language of Climate Politics.”)

@  Jake Reynolds
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What's better: climate "change” “crisis” “emergency”?

New work shows that subtle tweaks in language don't make a
difference to green action

bit.ly/4gnhuko

Insight with a climate policy steer: focus on something else 8@

“New work shows that subtle tweaks in language don’t make a difference to green
action,” the thread starts. Just call it “climate change” and move on to more
important things—that was the gist of the argument. But is it such a subtle,
insignificant difference to label something a “crisis” as opposed to just change over


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-024-03786-3
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S027249442400255X
https://bsky.app/profile/jakereynolds.bsky.social/post/3lcm4slhhdc24
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time? Aren’t there moral, ethical, historical, and even legal reasons to choose our
words more carefully?

Words matter because precision is important—at least in journalism, policy, and
law. Back when | led a local newsroom, a few years ago now, | would routinely help
craft guidelines for news writing on certain topics, including climate. Such
guidelines were suggested terminology, editorial preferences, words to try to avoid,
and tips for how to concisely capture complexity for broadcast or publishing. | recall
advising that our reporters and producers employ the phrase “climate crisis” to
communicate the immense stakes of the problem to the audience despite the slow
nature of greenhouse gas emissions produced over several decades. We advised
against “global warming” as outdated and less inclusive of other related climate
phenomena than just extreme heat. This guideline did not bar any particular words,
and it acknowledged that sometimes you need to use several different phrases in a
given story. We reqgularly referred to “climate change” and “the climate crisis”
depending on the context. We put thought into how to frame the topic of
climate—not with the purpose of politically influencing people to take any particular
climate action per se—but to be informative and accurate. We were hardly alone.
Professional organizations like Covering Climate Now have sprung up to help
journalists consistently make informed, quick connections between the burning of
fossil fuels and the devastation of increasing disasters.

Newsrooms like mine also crafted guidelines for covering January 6 violence at the
U.S. Capitol. “Protest”? “Riot”? “Mob”? “Insurrection”? It's hard to imagine any
researchers saying it doesn’t matter what you call that event, just because polling
shows it failed to inspire political support for impeachment.

Words matter because they carry context and history. It was the GOP’s longtime
message maestro Frank Luntz who first advised replacing “global warming” for the
more mundane sounding “climate change” back in the early 2000s. A memo by
Luntz described the environment as “the single issue on which Republicans in
general - and President Bush in particular - are most vulnerable.” Following Luntz’s
memo, then-President George W. Bush stopped using “global warming” in
speeches, the Guardian reported at the time. There’s another rhetorical purpose to
the notion of “climate change”: it’s not just passive and impartial sounding; it offers
no hint as to who might be responsible. (For what it's worth, Luntz has denounced
his earlier climate denial work and spoken out about the need to solve the climate
crisis. His more recent messaqging advice is here.)



https://coveringclimatenow.org/resource/climate-solutions-reporting-guide/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2003/mar/04/usnews.climatechange
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2003/mar/04/usnews.climatechange
https://grist.org/article/the-gops-most-famous-messaging-strategist-calls-for-climate-action/
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| think blame is an important part of messaging. Last fall, | returned to my alma
mater Occidental College to speak to a communications class that focuses on
climate issues. The class, “Rhetorical Fault lines: Persuasive Journalism, Public
Relations and Propaganda” is taught by a journalism professor | studied with years
ago, Bob Sipchen, formerly of the Los Angeles Times, Sierra Magazine, and the
Sierra Club. | gave a short presentation to his students on some of the more
important developments in climate communications. We talked about how
journalists, activists, and politicians have framed the issue ever since the discovery
of the “greenhouse effect.” We talked about whether hope or fear is a better
motivator. And we talked about terminology. Bob has been a proponent of a
different term: “climate disruption.” The case he makes is that no one wants to see
their life, their neighborhood, their favorite foods disrupted. | like the phrase though
| worry that plenty of Americans actually do want to see the status quo disrupted.

One week after | spoke at Bob’s class, voters chose a second Trump administration
that will undoubtedly put oil and gas interests ahead of the health and safety of
Americans. Words matter even more at this point in the climate movement,
because we just had an election that saw the fossil fuel industry spend $219 million
to elect the new government. Republicans are doubling down as the oil and gas
party while many Democrats are rebranding their climate policies as affordability
measures. Words matter because attention spans are short. And much of the nation
is watching Los Angeles burn down this week, just like they watched hurricane
season bury communities in North Carolina. When people are paying attention, it’s
important to make the connections and “climate change” alone does not do that.

So back to those psychology articles that were effectively making that argument.
The August 2024 study found that the terms “climate change” and “global
warming” received the highest ratings of familiarity of all the phrases but concluded
“our findings also suggest a need to temper the conclusion that climate terms
matter.” The authors said this was for two reasons 1) “the effect of terms was less
strong for willingness to support policies... than for expressed concern, and
perceived urgency” (In other words, terminology had some noticeable effect on a
person’s attitude, just not their willingness to act) and 2) “the effect of political
ideology was stronger than the effect of terminology for expressed concern,
perceived urgency, willingness to support policies...” (i.e. those identifying as
Republicans reacted negatively to all the climate terms.) “Changing the terms we
use is likely not the key solution for promoting climate action,” the article’s authors
concluded.


https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2025/01/the-fossil-fuel-industry-spent-219-million-to-elect-the-new-u-s-government/
https://legal-planet.org/2024/12/18/how-to-make-climate-as-compelling-as-egg-prices/
https://legal-planet.org/2024/12/18/how-to-make-climate-as-compelling-as-egg-prices/
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No one | know thinks that a single word choice could solve a global climate crisis.
That doesn’t mean word choice is irrelevant. | suggested last month we call it
“earthflation” and I'm only half-joking. We need to talk about climate in ways that
change attitudes even if it doesn’t appear to move individual “willingness to act” as
measured in a social science experiment. And anyway, defining our experience is
about more than a political strategy. No matter what terms we use today, and in
the future, I'd much prefer to grapple with explaining what’'s happening to us then
just move on to other things.



https://legal-planet.org/2024/12/18/how-to-make-climate-as-compelling-as-egg-prices/
https://legal-planet.org/2024/12/18/how-to-make-climate-as-compelling-as-egg-prices/

