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Alberta Climate Dialogue
Alberta Climate Dialogue ( ABCD ) is a community-university research alliance funded by the Social Sciences 

and Humanities Research Council of Canada from 2010–2015. Our team is exploring how innovative forms  

of citizen involvement and deliberation can enhance responses and potentially shift the politics of climate 

change in Alberta.

By convening deliberations with partners and researching the process, we are able to test theories,  

better understand how to design citizen participation for maximum effect, and help create capacity-building 

tools for others.

We seek to empower citizens to take action within their communities and give them the opportunity to make 

recommendations to municipal and provincial governments on climate change policy.

For more information please visit us at AlbertaClimateDialogue.ca or follow us on Twitter @ABClimateDialog
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Introduction
This research brief examines sources of information used in forming opinions about climate change.  

The findings are based on three data sources : a 2013 survey of Edmontonians, a survey of participants in the 

Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges, and observational data of citizens deliberating 

on climate change issues. The findings suggest that the media and scientific sources are the most common 

sources of information about climate change issues. 

Relevant Literature
People draw upon a variety of information sources to inform their opinions about a social problem.  

Climate change is a particularly difficult social problem for the public. While scientific experts can draw upon a 

variety of sources, including scientific information presented within their discipline, other groups in society may 

depend on mass media for their information on climate change ( Sundblad, Biel & Garling, 2009 ). Numerous 

studies document that the media are the main source of citizen knowledge about climate change ( Weber & 

Stern, 2011 ; Boykoff & Rajan, 2007 ; Wilson, 2000 ). Because climate change is difficult to understand as 

a personal experience, citizens may rely on second-hand information about climate change ( Weber, 2010 ; 

Weber & Stern, 2011 ). 

Researchers have explored the effects of media on public opinion ( Brulle, Carmichael & Jenkins, 2012 ).  

This media could be the traditional news media sources, such as the New York Times, or could be other media 

sources, such as documentary films. Several studies document the effects of films such as The Day After 

Tomorrow and An Inconvenient Truth on public opinion about climate change ( Brulle et al., 2012 ; Leiserowitz, 

2004 ; Nicholson–Cole, 2005 ). Differing information sources may impact citizens’ perceptions of climate 

change and their policy preferences for addressing this issue.

As part of the deliberation process, participants are expected to reconcile their existing information stores 

about a topic with new information presented in the deliberative context. They are expected to modify their 

opinions based on new information. Participants draw upon this newly integrated knowledge base to direct 

conversation towards or away from certain policy recommendations. To understand the dynamics and 

outcomes of a deliberation, we need to know the sources of information that participants draw upon.

In this research, we present new data on Edmontonians’ sources of information about climate change.  

We also highlight information sources used by a subset of Edmontonians, those who participated in the 

Edmonton Citizens’ Panel on Climate and Energy Challenges. The Edmonton Citizens’ Panel on Climate and 

Energy Challenges was a group of 55 Edmontonians who participated in a deliberative event about energy and 

climate issues. As part of survey work conducted prior to the event, we asked them about their pre-existing 

information sources. Then we provided them with additional information as part of the deliberative event. 

Finally, we observed how they used their varied sources of information as part of explaining their position on 

climate change and energy issues.



Information Sources on Climate Change 3

Research Questions

•	 What	sources	of	information	do	Edmontonians	draw	upon	to	

form	and	support	their	understandings	of	climate	change?

•	 What	sources	of	information	did	participants	in	the	Edmonton	

Citizens’	Panel	on	Climate	and	Energy	Challenges	draw	upon	to	

explain	their	position	on	climate	change	and	energy	issues?

Methods
To answer these questions, we draw upon three data sources. The first data source is a public opinion survey 

conducted by the Population Research Lab at the University of Alberta. The questions were asked as part of 

the Alberta Survey 2013, which is a random digit dialing, omnibus survey of Albertans3. However, the results 

presented here are for City of Edmonton residents ( only ), rather than for the entire province.

In addition, we draw upon two data sources derived from participants in the Edmonton Citizens’ Panel on 

Climate and Energy Challenges. This group was also recruited through random digit dialing and includes 

residents of the City of Edmonton. Participants completed a self-administered web survey prior to their 

participation in this deliberative event on energy and climate change. Panelists were asked about the broad 

range of sources they consulted about environmental issues in general ( rather than specifically about climate 

change ). The phrasing of the question was purposely broad, as we did not want to imply that they required 

prior knowledge about climate change in order to participate in the panel. Of the 56 panelists, 44 completed 

this survey and 30 provided answers to this question. Participants could identify more than one source of 

information to this open-ended question. However, the responses were re-coded into a series of yes and no 

categories, based on whether the respondent had mentioned a particular source.

In addition, we use data from qualitative observational notes collected during the deliberative event.  

A researcher took notes at different tables at each of the six meetings of the deliberative group.  

The researcher documented information drawn upon by panelists during dialogue as well as other notes,  

such as the level of chatter at the tables as well as the tone of discussion ( humour, frustration, etc. ).  

The notes include direct quotations as well as more general notes about conversation patterns, e.g., 

“ participant # 50 seems to place a lot of importance and validity in these online sources, even though she 

always refers to them quite vaguely rather than naming specific sources or websites.” These notes supplement 

the self-reported survey responses about information sources drawn upon.
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Findings
In the random digit dialing survey, participants were asked about the sources of information that they relied 

upon for climate change information. They were given six options to choose from. The most popular source of 

information on climate change is, indeed, the mainstream news media. However, to our surprise, almost one 

third of respondents identified scientists as their source of information on climate change.

Table 1 : Media used by Edmontonians polled in Alberta Survey 2013

Percentage of respondents  
identifying this source

Mainstream news media 38 %

Alternative or independent media 13 %

Scientists 32 %

Religious leaders 0.3 %

Government 3 %

Other 14 %

Survey Question : 

What information source do you turn to most often for reliable and accurate information about climate change? 

271 respondents in the City of Edmonton.

Participants in the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges formulated and articulated 

their understandings of climate change and energy issues using a range of information sources prior to 

and during the deliberation. In the survey, they were asked an open-ended question about their sources 

of information about the environment. As observed in the Alberta survey, many people identified that they 

acquired their information from scientific sources, including scientific journals, scientific studies, and scientific 

activists, such as David Suzuki. Twenty-seven per cent of the Citizens’ Panelists identified scientific sources 

( Table 2 ). None of the panelists identified government or religious leaders as a source of information ( Table 2 ). 

Public opinion data also attest to the infrequency with which these sources are consulted ( see Table 1 ).

The survey of panelists also affirms the predominance of news media in people’s repertoire of information 

sources ( Table 2 ). Almost 87 % cited at least one news media source. Since this survey was self-administered, 

we could not prompt respondents to be specific about their news sources. The bulk of respondents simply 

put : “ the news.” Approximately 27 % of people identified documentaries. Unfortunately, they did not name the 

documentaries. However, observational data during the deliberation provided some insights into the types of 

documentaries that participants drew upon in forming their opinions.
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Table 2 : Media used by Edmontonians polled in Alberta Survey 2013

Percentage of respondents  
identifying this source

News media, including newspaper, television, major news outlets online 87 %

Internet — alternative ( not mainstream ) sources 23 %

Scientific sources 27 %

Documentaries 27 %

Conversations with family, friends, etc. 17 %

Government 0 %

Religious leaders 0 %

Survey Question : 

What are your main sources of information about environmental issues? (list up to five sources)  

Percentages do not add up to 100 % because a single respondent could be in more than one group  

if they identified more than one source.

Observational data affirmed that documentaries are a popular source of information for panelists.  

One panelist mentioned a show about “ doomsayers,” explaining that there is a need for education in order  

to facilitate a “ more balanced ” understanding of risk. News media were often identified as sources of climate 

change information. Traditional media sources, such as newspapers, were cited in survey results as primary 

information sources for participants ( Table 1 ), but were mentioned less frequently by observed panelists 

during the sessions than were internet and television.

Observational records also note the use of personal experience and conversations with friends and family  

as knowledge sources to support opinions and to enhance understanding of the impacts of climate change.  

The results replicate some of the findings from the pretest survey, which found that 17 % of panelists relied on 

conversations with members of their social networks to inform themselves about environmental issues  

( Table 2 ). For example, multiple panelists referred to information gleaned from family members :  

“ My dad is in the coal business and says… ” ; “ I was talking to my grandchildren… ” ; and “ My cousin is an 

environmental consultant and told me that… ”.  Panelists also drew upon their own memories and observations. 

An older man recalled the changing intensity of the oil sands industry in Alberta as he observed it throughout 

his time in the province. Another panelist described the dramatic technological changes she has seen over her 

lifetime to substantiate her belief that society is innovative and can come up with new solutions to climate and 

energy problems.

Finally, panelists also drew on the written materials and the expert presentations that they accessed through 

the Citizens’ Panel. An expert presenter ( David Kahane ) used everyday activities like baking to describe the 
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process of solving complex environmental problems. This approach seemed to resonate with at least one 

panelist who referred to the presentation during a later discussion : “ You can’t break it down, crunch it down, 

put it in the oven and poof—there’s a loaf of bread ! That’s not gonna happen with climate change.” Another 

panelist also reiterated an opinion expressed earlier by an expert ( Emily Huddart–Kennedy ) : “ She said that the 

most effective way to make social change is to make it easy.” As expected, panelists were actively consuming 

the new information sources presented as part of the deliberation and using them to discuss policy options.

Discussion
Survey responses indicate that the majority of respondents rely heavily upon mainstream news media to gain 

information about environmental issues. This result supports the literature that suggests that mass media are 

the primary source of citizen knowledge regarding climate change ( Weber & Stern, 2011 ; Boykoff & Rajan, 

2007 ; Wilson, 2000 ). Observations of citizens during their deliberations also indicate that citizens use popular 

media such as films to form their understandings and concerns about climate change. This finding is affirmed 

by other researchers ( Brulle, Carmichael, & Jenkins, 2012 ; Leiserowitz, 2004 ; Nicholson–Cole, 2005 ).  

Further research should examine the content of news media to identify how climate change is portrayed and 

whether these portrayals explain public opinion on climate change. Specifically, to what degree do news media 

and public opinion converge on the sources of climate change, e.g., human-caused versus natural causes ?

The data documented the popularity of scientific information sources. This finding was consistent across the 

different data sources and different types of survey questions ( open-ended versus close-ended questions ). 

This result is surprising as Sundblad et al. ( 2009 ) refer to the inaccessibility of primary scientific knowledge to 

the average citizen. We recommend further research on how citizens are accessing these scientific information 

sources. Further research will examine whether people who rely mainly on news media as a source of 

information have different opinions compared to people who rely also more heavily on scientific sources.

Panelists also drew on personal experience and conversations with others to inform their understandings of 

environmental issues. Unfortunately, our public opinion survey did not ask about these types of information 

sources. Instead, our panelists drew our attention to these types of information sources through their open-

ended survey responses as well as their comments during the deliberative event. The findings were surprising 

as scholars point to the difficulty of understanding climate change through personal experience ( Weber, 2010 ). 

Finally, future research should examine whether participation in the deliberative event created more critical 

citizens when it comes to information about climate change. Participants were asked in the pretest survey 

about their trust of various information sources, including mainstream media and scientific sources. They were 

asked this question again six months after the deliberative event. Further research should examine whether 

there is a change in levels of trust in information sources as a result of participation in a deliberative event 

where critical thinking is fostered and expected.
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