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Research team 
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• Maya Gislason (SFU)  
• Chris Buse (UNBC)  
• Tom Beery (Minnesota Sea 

Grant) 
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Case study settings 
• Northern ON/ Thunder Bay 
• Northern BC/ Prince George 

Guiding research question:  
How should we communicate climate change 
impacts and solutions to promote citizen 
engagement with climate change in CPN? 

Orienting Ourselves



Climate change communication and engagement in Canada’s provincial Norths:  
A collaborative place–based approach 

Why the northern focus?
Approaches to climate change communication  
(often focused on major urban centres) must take  
new forms in northern contexts. 

Contextual features of the CPN:
• Conservative politics 
• Ties to extractive industries 
• Geographic isolation – lack of 

services
• Ties to land and natural environment 
• Strong community relationships 

Image: Coates & 
Morrison, The 
Forgotten North



Qualitative interviews:
• Key informant interviews took place 

across two CPN case study locations 
• Focus on ‘climate champions’ 
• Outcome: papers/reports analyzing 

findings

Mailout surveys:
Sent to residents in Thunder Bay and Prince 
George in three waves. 
Objective: 
1. Explore perceptions of climate change 

impacts, action, and general concepts. 
2. Examine the relationship between 

perceptions and connection to nature.   
3. Identify ‘interpretive communities.’

Methods



Objectives:  
1. To document public beliefs, attitudes, 

and perceptions of climate change 
and climate action 

2. To develop climate change 
communication strategies aimed at 
promoting citizen engagement with 
climate change in the context of CPN 

Guiding Concepts 
• Place-based approach to climate 

change communication and 
engagement 

• Engagement as three-dimensional 
construct 

Knowledge

Action
Affect 

(emotio
n)

What do people need to know AND 
what do they need to feel to 
promote action?



Case study location:   
Prince George and Northern British Columbia 

Northern BC is home to a 
population of 300,000 living in 
an area the size of France 

Principle economic drivers 
are natural resource exports 

Severe winters and dry 
summers in interior  



Case study location:  
Thunder Bay and Northern Ontario 

Population of 780,000, 
making up 6% of 
Ontario’s total 
population in 88% of 
Ontario’s land mass. 

Two main regions: 
northeastern 
(containing Sudbury) 
and northwestern 
(containing Thunder 
Bay) 



“These are fairly conservative  
communities …  
I would say the majority of communities 
either don't believe [climate change] is 
real or don't believe humans are causing 
it."  
- BC participant H



Challenges to communicating climate change
• Difficult to communicate climate science in plain/culturally specific language. 
• Northern lifestyle is connected to industry and car culture; a scarcity of alternatives 

invokes fear and hopelessness. 
• Frustration over either "preaching to the choir" or "convincing those who  
   don't want to be convinced."



“Further north or when you're dependent on the animals and 
they're not around anymore, or they’re not in this area anymore, 
or you notice the levels of water changing. When you're closer 
tied into the environment it's easier to see the difference.”  
– ON Indigenous participant



Preliminary Findings: Communication Strategies
Key takeaways so far:
• Inform climate change messaging with place-based context. 
• Break the meta-silence on climate change. 
• Incorporate Indigenous perspectives and take leadership from Indigenous Peoples. 
• Provide actionable steps or an economic framework to tackling climate change. 
• Translate science into plain language. 
• Utilize storytelling and visuals; foster interactive engagement where possible. 
• Relationship-building: Involve diverse change-makers from the community.



How do these findings connect to health?

It’s what’s killing our communities, the lack of hope. Our kids have no hope for the future so why 
stick around right, scary scary things when people don't have hope. That's why you're willing to sell 
off your grandchildren environment because I have no hope to feed my family now right give them 
hope that they are able to make it through this without having to make that sacrifice.” 

“Always the elderly and the youngest persons of our population are always most at risk for health 
impacts, you know, kids because the effect of smoke and the elderly just because they are often 
isolated and also may have more physical disabilities and health issues.” 

“There's also, obviously a lot of recognition of loss and hardship and people reporting things that 
have changed on trap lines and the health of the animals is changing and just lots of different 
anecdotal things that have been reported.”  


