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Abstract 

This study used a primarily qualitative, mixed methods approach to explore the use of guilt 

appeals in climate change communications. To ground the research, the study used a recent 

example of guilt in climate change communications that was first introduced in Ontario, Canada: 

Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning labels. Through a survey and focus groups, the 

following questions guided this study: how do people feel about guilt-based communications?; 

how do people feel about and respond to Robert Shirkey’s proposed climate change warning 

labels for fuel pumps?; and what, if any, recommendations would participants make to improve 

the labels and/or climate change communications? Findings reveal that participants are receptive 

to guilt appeals in climate change communications but highlight the need for communicators to 

take into account the following: responsibility, education, alternatives, and credibility. This study 

provides a list of recommendations to improve Shirkey’s labels and climate change 

communications as a whole. 
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Chapter One: Introduction  

Starting Point 

The start of my thesis journey preceded my acceptance into the MA Environmental 

Education and Communication Program. However, I did not initially realize this and much like I 

imagine many graduate students do, I racked my brain for a brilliant thesis topic for months at 

the start of the program. No matter what I came up with, it never felt big enough or important 

enough until I stopped and asked myself who it was I was trying to impress. After several 

reminders from Royal Roads faculty and other graduate students that the purpose of my Master’s 

degree was to go out in search of an answer that I wanted or needed, the topic came to me almost 

immediately. That is when I realized I had known what I wanted to explore all along. 

Near the end of my Bachelors of Arts in Communication at Simon Fraser University 

(SFU), I wrote a paper on the rhetoric of self-help. My professor was so impressed with the 

paper that he encouraged me to pursue my MA Communication at SFU. He suggested I work 

with him and delve further into the use of rhetoric, perhaps expanding on my paper.  

Though I was flattered and intrigued by the idea (and had thoroughly enjoyed writing the 

paper), I turned him down. I had already decided that if I was going to pursue my Master’s 

degree, it would be after working in the field for a while and it would have to be in an area that I 

was very passionate about; it would have to tie together the environment and communication.  

This led me to Royal Roads University.  

As a graduate student at Royal Roads University, I came full circle, seeking answers 

about the use of rhetoric. This time my focus had shifted to the environment. With my 

professional experience as a communications coordinator at an environmental non-profit to 

accompany my education, I found myself wondering about the effectiveness of emotional 
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appeals in environmental communications. Through conversations with my thesis supervisor, 

Jennifer Good, I came to focus on the use of guilt appeals in climate change communications.  

My thesis journey will be told in five chapters. Chapter one is an introduction to the 

study, providing background about how I came to develop my thesis topic, its significance, and 

my research perspective. Chapter two is a literature review, presenting and discussing existing 

research on topics related to the study. Chapter three presents the research methodology, 

explaining the research design and rationale, data collection and analysis, and the study’s 

limitations and delimitations. Chapter four presents the findings of the research and chapter five 

discusses the relevance of the findings and offers recommendations for future research.  

Researcher’s Perspective 

From 2011 into 2015, I worked with the Pacific Parklands Foundation (PPF), which was 

established in January 2000 as a charitable organization dedicated to the conservation, 

preservation and enhancement of Metro Vancouver’s regional parks. While basic maintenance 

and day-to-day operations remain the responsibility of the regional government, Pacific 

Parklands Foundation works to raise funds in support of the conservation, preservation and 

enhancement of the regional parks system. 

In my time with the environmental organization, I held various roles including summer 

student, communications and marketing coordinator, communications and fund development 

coordinator, and acting executive director. For the majority of my employment, I was responsible 

for the development of the organization’s internal and external communication materials. This 

included brochures, posters, flyers, annual reports, the electronic newsletter, presentations, 

website and social media content and press releases. Additionally, I was responsible for all of the 

organization’s fundraising and donor reporting.  
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Working in communications, it is necessary to be aware of the different types of 

messages that are going to the public. This includes your own messages but also those of other 

organizations and entities (corporations, government, etc.). With that, I really found myself 

questioning the effectiveness of tactics, specifically negative emotional appeals.  

Negative emotional appeals are communications appeals that “involve a negative 

outcome that has occurred or may occur as a result of an individual’s action or inaction” 

(Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997 p. 36). Such appeals “are used to create an emotional imbalance 

which can be rectified by engaging in the featured (desired) behavior” (Brennan & Binney, 2010, 

p. 141). The goal is to create discomfort so that “people will be motivated to act (or not) to 

decrease the feeling of discomfort” (Brennan & Binney, 2010, p. 141). Emotions that are 

typically classified as negative emotions include guilt, shame, fear, regret, and/or hopelessness 

(Brennan & Binney, 2010; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997; Wolf & Moser, 2011). “Negative 

emotions are known to cause psychic discomfort and are therefore a safe place to start when 

attempting to create appeals” (Brennan & Binney, 2010, p. 141). However, because of the level 

of discomfort created, organizations that employ negative emotional appeals often receive 

criticism. As someone who has previously employed guilt rhetoric, a negative emotional appeal, 

in an effort to evoke action from an audience and has seen such a tactic work to solicit donations 

for the environmental non-profit I worked for, I really wanted to explore this further.  

To ground my research, I found a recent example that I believed used guilt in an effort to 

evoke environmentally responsible behaviour to mitigate climate change. I focused on Robert 

Shirkey’s climate change warning labels for fuel pumps. I felt this was a particularly good 

example because it originated in Ontario and was therefore distant enough from my home in 

Vancouver, BC, that research participants were unlikely to know the campaign in great detail and 
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would not be immediately aware that I was investigating the use of guilt. At the same time, the 

campaign was briefly introduced to the Metro Vancouver region when a West Vancouver 

teenager asked West Vancouver Council to adopt the idea, meaning that it is possible this could 

one day be implemented in participants’ municipalities.   

Statement of the Research Question & Objectives 

As an environmental communications professional, I noticed that guilt appeals are 

common in environmental non-profit communications materials. For example, World Vision 

Canada uses guilt to solicit donations to fund projects including the construction of wells that 

will provide access to safe, clean water for children and families (World Vision Canada, 2015). I 

was also conscious of my own tendency to employ such appeals as a persuasive tactic. With 

Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning labels for fuel pump nozzles as the focus of my 

research, this study explored the use of guilt appeals in climate change communications. The 

following questions guided this study: 

1. How do people feel about guilt-based communications? 

2. How do people feel about and respond to Robert Shirkey’s proposed climate change 

warning labels for fuel pumps?  

3. What, if any, recommendations would participants make to improve the labels and/or 

climate change communications?  

Significance 

This study addresses a gap in the literature related to guilt appeals and climate change 

communications. While I found that there was considerable research into the use of fear and 

apocalyptic narratives in relation to climate change (Foust & O’Shannon Murphy, 2009; Keller, 

1999; Moser & Dilling, 2011; O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009), there was little research into 



GUILT APPEALS IN CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 14 

guilt appeals. Though many emotional appeals follow similar patterns and are understood to have 

similar impacts as guilt (e.g. fear appeals) (Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997), I believe there is a 

danger in classifying all of these emotions as if they are the same and making the assumption 

that they operate the same way. This study made use of research into other emotional appeals in 

order to move forward an exploration of guilt appeals. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This review will focus on two important aspects of this study: the need for effective 

climate change communications and the use of guilt appeals. The first aspect will define and help 

develop an understanding of climate change communications; the second aspect will hone in on 

negative emotional appeals including what they are, how they have been used and their role in 

climate change communications. The specific focus in this second component will be on guilt 

appeals.   

Environmental Communication 

What is environmental communications? 

Cox (2006), defines environmental communication as “the pragmatic and constitutive 

vehicle for our understanding of the environment as well as our relationships to the natural 

world; it is the symbolic medium that we use in constructing environmental problems and in 

negotiating society’s different responses to them” (p. 19). Environmental communications is an 

inclusive term, encompassing the “mobilization to foster collective action to change individuals’ 

and institutions’ behavior, and deliberation, collective efforts to identify problems and solutions” 

(Johnson, 2012, p. 973-974). 

Cox believes that environmental communication serves two primary functions: it is 

pragmatic and it is constitutive (Cox, 2006). By pragmatic, Cox means that environmental 

communication “educates, alerts, persuades, and helps us to solve environmental problems” 

(2006, p. 19). It is used in problem solving and is often part of public education campaigns (Cox, 

2006). By constitutive, Cox means that “our communication about nature also helps us construct 

or compose representations of nature and environmental problems as subjects for our 

understanding” (2006, p. 19). This form of communication invites a particular perspective and 
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thus evokes specific values; it invites us to perceive nature in a certain way (Cox, 2006). For 

example, individuals may be invited to perceive the ocean as a vital waterway to transport oil, or 

as a vital support system in need of protection. This involves the practice of framing, a concept 

that I will return to in the discussion. 

Need for effective climate change communications. 

Effective communication is necessary to educate the public about the environment and 

encourage environmentally responsible behaviour (ERB). ERB is said to occur when an 

individual or group strives “to do what is right to help protect the environment in general daily 

practice” (Mobley, Vagias, & DeWard, 2009. p. 422). While there is a substantial body of 

research that examines the socio-demographic factors and psychological determinants associated 

with ERB, there is a need for more research that explores communications intended to encourage 

ERB.  

Specifically, despite the fact that climate change is one of the world’s most pressing 

issues (Roeser, 2012; Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014), it has proven difficult for environmental 

education and communications (EEC) professionals to communicate about climate change and 

encourage low-carbon behaviour. At the root of this problem is a lack of awareness about the 

scientific consensus reached in relation to human-caused climate change. To date, “[t]he U.S. 

National Academies, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the U.S. National Climate 

Assessment, and myriad other leading scientific societies around the world have concluded, with 

great certainty, that human-caused climate change is happening” (Myers, Maibach, Peters, & 

Leiserowitz, 2015, p. 1). Additionally, an estimated 97% of climate scientists have concluded 

that human-caused climate change is a reality (Myers et al., 2015; van der Linden, Leiserowitz, 

Feinberg, & Maibach, 2014, 2015). However, a 2013 survey illustrates “that only 42% of 
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American adults believe ‘most scientists think global warming is happening’” (Myers et al., 

2015, p. 1). This may also be due, in part, to influential people (ideologically and politically) 

known as manufacturers of doubt who openly dispute scientific consensus about climate change 

(Oreskes & Conway, 2010; van der Linden et al., 2015). Regardless, despite notable scientific 

consensus, the majority of the public, in the U.S. and internationally, remain unaware that many 

climate scientists are in agreement (Myers et al., 2015; van der Linden et al., 2015). Since even a 

small amount of perceived scientific dissent can weaken public support (van der Linden et al., 

2014, 2015), it is critical that this consensus be clearly articulated to the masses. As it stands, 

while scientists have reached consensus, international public concern regarding climate change 

has decreased while public skepticism has been on the rise (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014).  

Research demonstrates that another problem with climate change is that many people are 

simply not listening to the messaging (Töpfer & Shea, 2005). With large-scale environmental 

issues like climate change, it is a challenge for people to understand the link between their 

behaviour and the environmental phenomena (Meijnders, Midden, & Wilke, 2001) and to make a 

personal connection to the issue (Center for Research on Environmental Decisions, 2009). This is 

often because of the apparent lack of immediacy of the problem, an inability to comprehend the 

complexity of the issue, and/or the fact that changes in behaviour are not being encouraged 

making it difficult for people to know how to respond (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Lee, 2013).  

According to Akerlof, Maibach, Fitzgerald, Cedeno and Neuman (2013), direct 

experience is an effective teacher. Akerlof et al. states that “[t]he consequences of risks that we 

can see, hear and feel – the sting of a bee, a cut from broken glass, or a burn from time in the sun 

– create memorable impressions that shape individuals’ subsequent behavior” (2013, p. 81). 

Climate change presents a challenge because people are not as easily able to directly experience 
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it (Center for Research on Environmental Decisions, 2009). Thus, even though there are many 

facets to climate change, members of the public typically note changes in the weather including 

precipitation and temperature as indicators of climate change (Bord, O’Connor, & Fisher, 2000) 

because these are the changes they can directly experience. According to Bord et al. (2000) these 

are “weak signals” (p. 206) that highlight a lack of public understanding and a need for more 

effective climate change communications because climate change is about much more than the 

weather.  

Research shows that climate change is a challenging issue to communicate (Johnson, 

2012; Moser & Dilling, 2004). When it comes to climate change, the challenge of public 

engagement involves not only promoting behavioural changes but also building support for 

policies and major societal change (Corner & Randall, 2011; Feinberg & Willer, 2010). It is not 

enough to merely communicate the science of climate change, climate change communicators 

must aim to engage people at a deeper level so that they may elicit positive behavioural change 

and/or demand large-scale structural economic change (Corner & Randall, 2011; Feinberg & 

Willer, 2010; Johnson, 2012). As Pike, Doppelt and Herr state in Climate Communication and 

Behavior Change: A Guide for Practitioners (2010), “there must be a shift in thinking and 

behavior that motivates people and organizations to engage in emissions reductions and climate 

preparedness activities and support new policies” (p. 5). 

Recently, governments, non-governmental organizations, groups and individuals have 

come together to develop climate change communications in an effort to transform public 

attitudes and behaviours in relation to climate change (Howell, 2012). Climate change 

communications includes flyers and brochures; billboard and television advertisements; press 

and media coverage via all outlets; movies and video clips; and various other books and 
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documents (Howell, 2012). While many campaigns of the past have operated on the premise that 

people simply need more information to make pro-environmental behavioural choices, this 

information-deficit model has been widely criticized by organizations including Futerra, a 

sustainability communications agency, that recommend the use of environmental messages that 

appeal to human emotion (Howell, 2011, 2012; Johnson, 2012). Consequently, some climate 

change communications has come to focus on the use of disaster framing and fear appeals as a 

means to motivate behavioural change (Howell, 2012) because of the sense that these emotions 

elicit strong reactions. However, while this use of fear has been deemed effective in some facets 

of climate change communications – for instance, it has been found that “greater fear of climate 

change was associated with greater systematic processing of information about energy-related 

behaviors”(Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014, p. 938), climate change communicators have also come 

to explore and employ the use of other emotional and affective appeals including interest, 

optimism and worry (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014). 

Social Marketing 

Social marketing is the application of marketing techniques to encourage socially 

important behaviours (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Corner & Randall, 2011; Robinson, 2011). It is 

a tactic often used by non-profit and government organizations (Brennan & Binney, 2010) and 

dates back to the early 1970s (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Corner & Randall, 2011). When it 

became clear that simply presenting information about behaviours was not enough to elicit 

positive behavioural change (i.e. the pamphlet approach), social marketing emerged as the 

framework necessary to elicit such behaviours (Corner & Randall, 2011).  

Since then, social marketing has been used to describe a variety of programmes and 

projects targeting pro-social behavioural change including those that change exercise habits, 
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reduce alcohol consumption, stop smoking and encourage pro-environmental behaviours (Corner 

& Randall, 2011). “Social marketing is really more of a framework for designing behaviour 

change programmes than a behaviour change programme in and of itself. It offers a method of 

maximising the success of a particular project” (Corner & Randall, 2011, p. 1006). Social 

marketing assesses individuals’ readiness to change their behaviour and provides a framework of 

strategies to help guide individuals through the behaviour change (Corner & Randall, 2011). 

Social marketing is flexible for application in a range of social arenas making it particularly 

appealing to both governmental and non-governmental entities looking to promote pro-

environmental behaviours including those related to climate change (Corner & Randall, 2011). 

Whether or not promoting climate change through social marketing is more effective than other 

communications strategies has not yet been determined (Corner & Randall, 2011). Robinson 

(2011) believes that while social marketing is useful as a communications tool, it is ineffective as 

a social change practice, arguing that social change requires a more multi-disciplinary approach. 

Emotional Appeals 

Emotional appeals are understood as an effective means of persuasion (Huhmann & 

Brotherton, 1997) that capture people’s attention and make messages stand out (Chang, 2011, 

2012; Hibbert, Smith, Davies, & Ireland, 2007). These appeals are used to elicit an emotional 

response from an audience whether that response is laughter or tears (Cotte, Coulter, & Moore, 

2005). Emotional appeals can be used to elicit a broad spectrum of emotions ranging from hope, 

happiness and joy to anger, regret and guilt.  

For this study, I was concerned with what have been deemed as negative emotional 

appeals. As mentioned, negative emotional appeals are communications appeals that “involve a 

negative outcome that has occurred or may occur as a result of an individual’s action or inaction” 
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(Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997 p. 36). These appeals are used strategically to create an emotional 

imbalance (discomfort) whereby an individual is overtaken by a negative emotion such as guilt, 

shame, fear, regret, and/or hopelessness (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Huhmann & Brotherton, 

1997; Wolf & Moser, 2011) which can then be adjusted by engaging in the desired, promoted or 

encouraged behaviour (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Dannenberg, Hausman, Lawrence, & Powell, 

2012). The aim is to create a sense of discomfort that motivates people to act or not to act in a 

specific way (Brennan & Binney, 2010). For example, anti-smoking advertisements aim to elicit 

fear (e.g. fear of sickness, fear of death) from smokers in an effort to get them to stop smoking. 

In the context of social marketing, fear appeals have been used for years though the success of 

such appeals has been debated (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997; Witte 

& Allen, 2000).  

The desire to use persuasive and emotional communications tactics to communicate 

climate change has emerged from the belief that scientists’ usually unpersuasive communications 

tactics will be unsuccessful when it comes to eliciting action to mitigate climate change from the 

public (Fischhoff, 2007). If scientists and environmental communicators wait for “better science 

to clarify choices” (Fischhoff, 2007, p. 7205) in the hope that they can simply communicate the 

bare scientific facts to encourage environmentally responsible behaviour, then it could become a 

risky waiting game. For instance, the climate change problem could grow and the situation may 

deteriorate faster than new scientific evidence accrues (Fischhoff, 2007). With that, Fischhoff 

articulates that “many scientists feel that we cannot afford to wait” (2007, p. 7205) for new 

scientific evidence and as a result, communications are simplified. This, too, is based on the 

notion that it is difficult for the public to understand the effects of climate change and to 

understand what actions to take when it is presented with facts alone because the bare facts do 
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not always tackle issues related to personal cost-benefit tests and individual decision-making 

(Fischhoff, 2007). The use of emotional appeals brings climate change closer to the individual.   

Environmental rhetoric often evokes a sense of impending crisis and fear (Dannenberg et 

al., 2012). Meijnders et al. (2001) found that prior research into fear appeals focused mostly on 

issues related to unhealthy behaviours (including smoking and unsafe sex). At that time, there 

was little known or understood about the use of fear appeals and negative emotional appeals in 

regards to environmentally friendly behaviour (Meijnders et al., 2001). More recently, 

researchers have come to focus more closely on the use of emotional appeals related to the 

environment. 

To date, much research into emotional appeals has focused on fear and/or apocalyptic 

appeals (Brennan & Binney, 2010). This is in part because there has been a concentration of such 

appeals. Scientists agree that large-scale action is required to counteract the impacts of climate 

change and these emotional appeals are believed to increase rates of environmentally responsible 

behaviour by emphasizing the severity of climate change and its impacts (Feinberg & Willer, 

2010).  

While some researchers have found that fear appeals tend to highlight worst-case 

scenarios resulting in issue avoidance and/or hostile backlash whereby people disengage and 

begin to doubt or dismiss the issue (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014), others have found that empathy 

emerges from such appeals and increases the likelihood that a person will help others or take the 

desired action (Brennan & Binney, 2010). Though framing climate change as an issue that puts 

humans in danger has been seen to backfire because it makes people think about death and their 

own mortality (this causes people to subconsciously evoke their anxiety-related defenses), 

framing climate change as an issue that puts others in danger (e.g. birds) has been effective 
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(Dickinson, Crain, Yalowitz, & Cherry, 2013). Others argue that “people process information 

more carefully and deliberately when negative moods [or emotions] are evoked” (Smith & 

Leiserowitz, 2014, p. 938). Whatever the result, emotional appeals based on fear/apocalyptic 

scenarios seem to be determined by self-efficacy, perceived severity of the threat, and the 

perceived probability that the threat will actually occur (Brennan & Binney, 2010). 

Some researchers have warned of the temptation to rely on emotional appeals to 

communicate about climate change because such appeals often emphasize the risks of climate 

change without recognizing the uncertainties (Center for Research on Environmental Decisions, 

2009). They have articulated concerns that this heightening of emotions is short-term and may 

lead to emotional numbing due to repeated exposure to emotionally exhausting situations (Center 

for Research on Environmental Decisions, 2009); the numbing may also increase skepticism 

about climate change and consequently reduce a person’s desire to undertake more pro-

environmental behaviours (Feinberg & Willer, 2010) or trigger counterproductive defensive 

behaviours including denial and apathy (Howell, 2011). For example, the use of dire and 

emotional messaging has been shown to reduce people’s intentions to decrease their carbon 

footprints insofar as such messaging goes against their belief that the world is stable and fair 

(Feinberg & Willer, 2010). 

What are guilt appeals? 

Guilt is a common emotion across cultures (Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). It is 

understood as a complex emotional reaction (Chang, 2012; Hoijer, 2010) and is a self-conscious 

emotion that aids in self-regulation (Cohen, Wolf, Panter, & Insko, 2011). Here, self-regulation 

may be understood as the process by which individuals respond to or rectify their emotional 

imbalance by engaging in the desired behaviour, that is, the behaviour idealized in the 
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communications material (Brennan & Binney, 2010). In some instances guilt can be seen as a 

combination of several negative emotions including regret and remorse (Basil, Ridgway, & 

Basil, 2008; Chang, 2012).  

When it comes to guilt, the focus is on an individual’s behaviour; the negative feelings 

are associated with a specific action(s) that an individual has taken (or not taken) (Basil et al., 

2008; Cohen et al., 2011; Hoijer, 2010; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). The feeling of guilt can 

either follow or precede this action/inaction (Basil et al., 2008; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997) 

and the recognition of this specific action does not need to be made public but can be realized 

and internalized by the individual (Cohen et al., 2011). Feelings of remorse, self-blame and/or 

self-punishment often accompany the guilt (Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). 

In a social marketing context, guilt appeals have been particularly popular (Chang, 2012). 

Social marketers find that “[t]he words green and guilt go well together because people tend to 

feel guilty about not being green in their daily life choices” (Chang, 2012, p. 742). Guilt appeals 

have thus found a place in “influencing consumer green behaviour, notably in product purchase 

decisions” (Chang, 2012, p. 760). Though fear appeals traditionally get more attention in the 

academic literature, guilt appeals are as pervasive in social marketing and have been understood 

to be effective at eliciting positive behavioural change (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Huhmann & 

Brotherton, 1997). Fear and guilt are distinct in that fear typically precedes an action whereas 

guilt more often follows an action (Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). To date, guilt appeals have 

been particularly popular in charitable fund-raising (e.g. children’s charities that focus their 

campaigns on child abuse or neglect) and public health and safety (Hibbert et al., 2007; 

Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). Researchers have pinpointed two essential requisites for guilt 

induction (Basil, Ridgway, & Basil, 2006). The first is responsibility (Basil et al., 2006). An 
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individual will not feel guilty about something for which he or she does not feel any 

responsibility (Basil et al., 2006). Second, the action or inaction must be perceived as having the 

potential to cause harm (e.g. to the wellbeing of others, the environment) (Basil et al., 2006). 

Researchers have also articulated that guilt usually occurs when an individual is not meeting his 

or her own moral standards or those that are expected of him or her (Basil et al., 2006; Brennan 

& Binney, 2010). 

For example, since people often feel guilty about not making pro-environmental choices 

in their daily life, green advertisers often use guilt appeals to elicit pro-environmental behaviour 

(Chang, 2012). When people believe they have failed to meet their social obligations (i.e. living a 

greener lifestyle), they experience guilt and therefore might be compelled to make retribution via 

the means indicated by advertisers (Chang, 2012; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). If the 

advertiser or communicator can effectively demonstrate that retribution can be made through this 

action, then the consumer or target audience may be persuaded to adopt the suggested behaviour 

in order to reduce his/her guilt (Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). 

Researchers agree that negative emotional appeals, including guilt appeals, can be 

effective at capturing people’s interest and keeping their attention (Center for Research on 

Environmental Decisions, 2009; Chang, 2012). Some advertisers/marketers find that guilt 

appeals are effective and prefer guilt appeals to fear appeals because guilt appeals actually make 

people stop and think (Brennan & Binney, 2010). While fear appeals compel people to avoid 

unwanted outcomes, guilt appeals compel people to make retribution for actions or inactions and 

thus they stop and think because of their moral obligations towards other people and a desire to 

solve problems (Brennan & Binney, 2010; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). Participants in 

Brennan and Binney’s (2010) study “saw an important difference between fear and guilt appeals 
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in social marketing campaigns. Whereas fear appeals are threatening, guilt appeals are aimed to 

encourage the public to consider their moral obligations towards other people” (p. 143). 

However, there is also some worry that people will learn to resist feeling guilty simply because 

of the sheer volume of guilt appeals they are subjected to (Brennan & Binney, 2010) and indeed 

guilt appeals are as widespread as fear appeals (Basil et al., 2008; Brennan & Binney, 2010; 

Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997).Chang’s concerns regarding research focused on guilt appeals 

ring true insofar as the existing studies are inconsistent and in some instances, contradictory 

regarding their influence (2012). This inconsistency is similar to concerns researchers have about 

inconsistent research regarding fear appeals (Jessop & Wade, 2008). Some researchers argue in 

support of guilt appeals as a legitimate strategy to elicit environmentally responsible behaviours 

related to climate change mitigation while others argue against these appeals because they may 

backfire (Chang, 2012). Additionally, many organizations that use guilt appeals are not fond of 

the term “guilt” (or its connotations) and consequently insist that they do not consciously try to 

provoke feelings of guilt (Hibbert et al., 2007). However, while the research varies regarding the 

impacts of guilt, what remains consistent is that fact that climate change campaigns can and do 

provoke guilt (Hibbert et al., 2007). 

Risky guilt and climate change warning labels.  

The use of negative emotional appeals has been highlighted by some researchers as risky. 

For instance, when it comes to guilt appeals, individuals aim to maintain cognitive stability (i.e. 

consonance between values and behaviours) by altering their existing understandings to form 

beliefs that are consistent with behaviours (Chang, 2011). While low to moderate guilt appeals 

may be effective (aided by cognitive dissonance), high guilt appeals can put people on the 

defensive and cause them to direct their anger at the messenger, ignoring the message or ruling it 
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manipulative (Feinberg & Willer, 2010; Moser & Dilling, 2011). While a negative emotional 

appeal regarding climate change may work in the short run, it could later backfire resulting in 

negative consequences that are challenging to reverse (Center for Research on Environmental 

Decisions, 2009; Feinberg & Willer, 2010).  

In highlighting the risks of emotional appeals, some researchers have also articulated the 

need to present a positive vision to elicit positive behavioural change (Howell, 2011). People 

need to feel that they have agency; people need to believe that they can do something about 

climate change and that it is worth doing (Bandura, 2006; Howell, 2011). At the root of agency is 

personal efficacy (Bandura, 2006). “[W]hatever other factors serve as guides and motivators, 

they are rooted in the core belief that one has the power to effect changes by one’s actions” 

(Bandura, 2006, p. 170). Thus, such personal efficacy can affect people’s motivations and 

perseverance when faced with challenges and it can also can affect their expectations of 

outcomes (i.e. whether or not their actions will results in favourable outcomes) (Bandura, 2006). 

This is challenging when the effects of climate change are not immediately visible.  

Guilt proneness is understood as “a personality trait indicative of a predisposition to 

experience negative feelings about personal wrongdoing, even when the wrongdoing is private” 

(Cohen, Panter, & Turan, 2012, p. 355). Guilt proneness was used as a tool in this to study to 

help understand how prone participants were to guilt and provide context for how or why they 

may feel a certain way about guilt-based communications. Guilt proneness was measured using 

the Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale that will be introduced in Chapter Three: 

Methodology.  
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Climate Change Warning Labels 

Robert Shirkey, founder of Our Horizon, a federally-incorporated not-for-profit 

organization dedicated to effecting municipal climate change legislation, recognized the 

challenge of communicating climate change (Our Horizon, 2014a). Having worried about 

climate change for as long as he can remember, Shirkey made it his goal and the goal of Our 

Horizon to get climate change warning labels on fuel pumps (Our Horizon, 2014a). Shirkey 

adopted this idea from what he perceived to be the effectiveness of smoking warning labels 

(Shirkey, 2013). This will be highlighted in more detail in chapter five. Shirkey has proposed that 

while the labels might cause some individuals to immediately reduce their greenhouse gas 

emissions and fuel consumption (i.e. by causing an individual to buy less gas “in the moment”), 

the labels might also raise awareness such that they help create what he believes is a more 

important and more broad-based shift in the demand for fuel. Perhaps the labels will play a role 

in collective and positive thinking and action – “beyond the pump” – towards climate change 

mitigation (Our Horizon, 2014b). For example, he believes the fuel pump labels will help 

politicians gain more popular support to pass necessary climate change legislation and will 

motivate businesses to creatively meet the needs of the changing market.   

Shirkey adopted his gas pump label idea from what he perceives as the effectiveness of 

the warning labels on cigarette cartons (Shirkey, 2013).  His labels warn users about the negative 

effects of fossil fuels and speak to the diffusion of responsibility because they will be placed 

directly on fuel nozzles as a reminder that collectively, humans are destroying the biosphere 

(Shirkey, 2013). Shirkey’s labels state that demand for fuel products can harm wildlife, damage 

ecosystems, cause drought and famine, cause anxiety and depression in children, and put 30% of 

species at risk of extinction (Shirkey, 2013). Pictures include at-risk arctic caribou, starving 
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families in Africa, bleached coral reefs and a depressed child (Our Horizon, 2015; Shirkey, 

2013). An example label is included in chapter three. 

Much like labels on cigarettes boxes, the sample warning stickers produced for Shirkey’s 

campaign seem to rely on negative emotional appeals (e.g. the at-risk arctic caribou, starving 

families in Africa, bleached coral reefs, and a depressed child). This is not a new climate change 

communications tactic. In an attempt to elicit positive behavioural changes, EEC professionals 

have relied on negative emotional appeals including apocalyptic and fear narratives in climate 

change communications (Foust & O’Shannon Murphy, 2009; Keller, 1999; Moser & Dilling, 

2011; O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009) and have more recently taken an interest in guilt appeals 

(Ferguson & Branscombe, 2010; Hoijer, 2010). 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

Chapter three introduces and describes the methodology selected for this research project. 

Following an introduction to the methodology, chapter three offers an explanation of the methods 

used for data collection and an introduction to the research participants. The chapter ends with a 

discussion about the data analysis and reliability.  

Research Design & Rationale 

The aim of this research was to explore the use of guilt appeals in climate change 

communications. Using a primarily qualitative, mixed methods approach the following questions 

guided this study: (1) how do people feel about guilt-based communications?; (2) how do people 

feel about and respond to Robert Shirkey’s proposed climate change warning labels for fuel 

pumps?; (3) what, if any, recommendations would participants make to improve the labels and/or 

climate change communications?  

The selection of research methodology for this study was based on a number of factors. 

First, a primarily qualitative approach was chosen because the research questions demanded an 

exploration of thoughts, feelings, emotions and opinions more so than an analysis of statistical 

data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Next, a mixed methods approach was taken to offer insight into 

the guilt proneness of each participant and their respective environmental consciousness.  

Primarily Qualitative, Mixed Methods Approach 

This study took a primarily qualitative, mixed methods approach. While qualitative and 

quantitative research approaches are often pitted against each other, I found that there are many 

critical synergies. Both quantitative and qualitative researchers use empirical observations to 

address their research questions and both approaches incorporate precautions to minimize 

confirmation bias and invalidity (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Rather than get stuck in the 



GUILT APPEALS IN CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 31 

debate and feel pressured to choose one approach over the other, I questioned which ways each 

method could best help answer my research questions. While initially I had intended to take a 

strictly qualitative approach, I decided it did not offer the opportunity to collect all of the data I 

desired. With that, I adopted a mixed methods approach.  

A mixed methods approach may be thought of as the third wave of research methodology 

(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Rather than feeling restricted to either a qualitative or 

quantitative approach, using mixed methods ensured that I used the best possible methods to 

answer my research questions. Mixed methods research is formally defined as “the class of 

research where the researcher mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative research 

techniques, methods, approaches, concepts or language into a single study” (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 17). Using mixed methods, I did not feel limited to creating a survey 

focused on open-ended, qualitative questions but instead was able to introduce quantitative 

elements as well by using some preexisting measures that relied on Likert scales and closed 

ended questions to collect better background information on participants and measure 

participants’ environmental concern and guilt proneness (more information related to the 

measures to follow).  

Though I used mixed methods, I took a primarily qualitative approach for several 

reasons. First, as an exploratory study, a primarily qualitative approach allowed for more depth 

rather than breadth (Ambert, Adler, Adler, & Detzner, 1995). That is, rather than draw from a 

large, representative sample of an entire population, I wanted to (and a qualitative approach 

enabled me to) obtain in-depth and detailed information about smaller groups of people (Ambert 

et al., 1995). My goal was to learn about what people think and feel about climate change 

communications, guilt appeals and Robert Shirkey’s campaign. I wanted to collect more intimate 
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details related to people’s opinions, emotions and feelings. Qualitative research, an approach that 

typically falls within the context of discovery or exploration, was the best avenue to collect this 

type of information (Ambert et al., 1995). Using a primarily qualitative approach, I did not feel 

limited but could instead be flexible and open to new ways of thinking and/or redirection, 

modification or additions to existing ideas (Ambert et al., 1995). 

Confirmation bias. 

In conducting my research I was careful to try and avoid confirmation bias. A 

confirmation bias occurs when a researcher looks for information that is consistent with what 

he/she already thinks, feels, wants or believes and avoids or dismisses information that may offer 

a different perspective (Center for Research on Environmental Decisions, 2009). To ensure I 

avoided bias, I took an exploratory approach to investigate the use of guilt in climate change 

communications and asked questions that allowed for a broad range of answers.  

Additionally, to further help avoid confirmation bias, I was careful to ensure I did not 

adopt an interventionist style. For instance, I encouraged participants to speak to each other 

rather than to address themselves to me as the researcher (Kitzinger, 1995; Stewart, Shamdasani, 

& Rook, 2007). I also ensured focus group sessions were relaxed with minimal facilitator 

intervention so as not to challenge participants to behave uncharacteristically (Kitzinger, 1994; 

Stewart et al., 2007).  

Data Collection 

Surveys. 

     The first step in the focus groups was to ensure that all of the participants completed and 

submitted consent forms before starting to complete the survey (see Appendix D). To help 

facilitate this, I stapled a consent form to the front of all of the surveys. Once the consent form 
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was signed, participants went on to complete a short survey (approximately 15 to 20 minutes). 

The survey collected socio-demographic information including gender, age, profession and 

education; identified respondents’ level of environmental concern using the 11 items intended to 

measure environmental concern in the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) (Franzen 

& Meyer, 2009) – details below – and two additional questions about how concerned participants 

were about climate change and how important the issue was to them personally (Leiserowitz, 

Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Hmielowski, 2012); and assessed guilt proneness using the Guilt and 

Shame Proneness scale (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Measuring environmental concern. 

To help give insight into how environmentally concerned participants were, I used the 

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) survey. Environmental concern is typically 

defined “as an individual’s insight that humans endanger the natural environment combined with 

the willingness to protect nature” (Franzen & Vogl, 2013, p. 1002). Environmental concern 

encompasses a cognitive component and conative component: “[T]he cognitive component of 

having the rational insight and the conative component of being willing to do something about 

it” (Franzen & Vogl, 2013, p. 1002). In some instances environmental concern is believed to 

encompass a third component related to emotional reactions to environmental problems (Franzen 

& Vogl, 2013). 

The ISSP is comprised of a number of questions and/or statements about the 

environment. Respondents indicated their agreement or disagreement on a five point Likert-scale 

ranging from 1, very willing/strongly agree, to 5, very unwilling/strongly disagree (Franzen & 

Vogl, 2013). However, for the sake of this study, I reversed the Likert-scale so that it went from 
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1, very unwilling/strongly disagree, to 5, very willing/strongly agree in order to keep it consistent 

with the Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale.  

As an additional measure of environmental concern, I included two questions adopted 

from the Global Warming’s Six America’s Study (Leiserowitz et al., 2012). While the ISSP 

looked at environmental concern, these two questions were specific to climate change and helped 

set the tone for the focus of this study. Each question listed five possible answers of which 

participants were instructed to select one.  

Measuring guilt proneness: The Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale. 

Guilt proneness can be measured with the Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale 

(Cohen et al., 2011). The GASP scale was designed to measure “individual differences in the 

propensity to experience guilt and shame across a range of personal transgressions” (Cohen et 

al., 2011, p. 947). It is organized into a series of 16 statements that introduce different 

transgressions. Using this scale, participants imagined themselves having to commit each of the 

transgressions “and [indicated] the likelihood that they would react in the way described” 

(Cohen, Panter, & Turan, 2012, p. 355-356). For example, one transgression was as follows: 

“After realizing you have received too much change at a store, you decide to keep it because the 

salesclerk doesn’t notice. What is the likelihood that you would feel comfortable about keeping 

the money?” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 966; see Appendix E). Participants responded using a seven 

point Likert-scale ranging from 1, very unlikely, to 7, very likely (Cohen et al., 2012). 

I adapted the GASP scale to best suit the needs for this study by eliminating the eight 

statements pertaining to shame, leaving only the eight that assess guilt (see Appendix E). These 

statements have been renumbered 1 through 8. This does not accurately reflect how the 

statements are numbered in the full GASP scale though the sequence of the statements has 
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remained the same. Specifically, numbers 1 through 8 in this study’s adapted version appear as 1, 

2, 5, 9, 11, 14, 15, and 16 in the full GASP scale.  

The wording of statement 9 in the GASP scale (statement 4 in this study’s adapted 

version) was altered for the purposes of this study. The original statement reads “You secretly 

commit a felony. What is the likelihood that you would feel remorse about breaking the law?” 

(Cohen et al., 2011, p. 966). The modified version used in this study reads “You secretly do 

something illegal. What is the likelihood that you would feel remorse about breaking the law?” 

(see Appendix E). I was hesitant to use the word felony because I was concerned that it may 

create confusion. It is a broad term and I was not sure participants would a) know how to 

respond to the statement and/or b) understand what was meant by felony. In an effort to be more 

explicit, the wording was changed as specified above. 

Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning label. 

A final section of the survey walked participants through a hypothetical situation in 

which they were faced with one of Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning labels on a fuel 

pump when they were gassing up at $1.20/litre (see Appendix E). Below the image of a climate 

change warning label, participants were asked to mark how full they would fill their fuel tank on 

the image of a gas gauge. Participants were then given space to explain why they chose to put 

that quantity of gas into their vehicle. The aim of this question was to get an indication of how 

people might respond to the label; how participants think and feel about the messaging; and to 

lead into a discussion about guilt appeals and climate change communications.  

Setting gas at $1.20/litre was not a quick decision. Throughout the proposal process, I 

had set the price at $1.30/litre. However gas prices began to drop prior to completing my focus 

groups and $1.30/litre was no longer accurate. I wanted to ensure I set the price at average versus 
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making it a bargain or abnormally expensive. I used VancouverGasPrices.com (GasBuddy.com, 

2014) to help determine $1.20/litre as the most appropriate price for late November to early 

December 2014 when I ran the focus groups and conducted the surveys.  

The survey therefore created a context for the focus groups and the data collected from 

the surveys gave added insight and context to the focus group transcripts during analysis. 

Though the sample size (20 participants) was not large enough to make any real 

conclusions regarding how the order of the survey may have impacted participants’ thinking, it is 

important to note that I produced and distributed four different versions of the survey in order to 

at least acknowledge the possibility of order effects. The questions all remained exactly the 

same; however, I reordered the sections. The original version of the survey can be seen in 

Appendix E (i.e. A, B, C, and D). The second version of the survey started with Section B, the 

third version of the survey started with Section C and the fourth version of the survey started 

with Section D with the other sections following in the respected order. This meant that while 

one person may have completed the socio-demographic section first, the person beside him/her 

in the focus group would have been starting with another section such as the hypothetical 

situation exercise.  

Focus groups. 

Focus groups are often used within communications research when the aim is to explore 

people’s experiences, perceptions and/or feelings (Gallopel-Morvan, Gabriel, Le Gall-Ely, 

Rieunier, & Urien, 2011; Kitzinger, 1994). This method was chosen because it provides in-depth 

data and “is suitable for exploring attitudes, perceptions and reactions and is useful for 

evaluating complex phenomena such as how audiences process and make sense of messages in a 

social marketing context” (Gallopel-Morvan et al., 2011, p. 8). The distinguishing feature of 
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focus groups compared to group interviews is the use of interaction as part of the data collection 

(Kitzinger, 1994, 1995; Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2007). Thus I used the focus groups to 

stimulate interactions among participants and invited discussion that revealed not only what 

people think and feel about Robert Shirkey’s sample climate change warning stickers, but also 

why they think and feel that way and how they share and articulate these thoughts and feelings 

with others.  

The three focus group discussions were held in the Metro Vancouver region. The first 

focus group (Wednesday, November 26th, 2014) and the third focus group (Monday, December 1, 

2014) were held mid-day in my office building in Burnaby, BC, and the second focus group 

(Thursday, November 27th, 2014) was held in the evening in downtown Vancouver at The 

Network Hub, a facility that rents office, meeting and event space at an hourly rate. All focus 

groups were audio recorded using the Olympus VN-722PC digital audio recorder after all 

participants had completed the appropriate consent form.  

Seating arrangements and general proximity of participants was taken into account as this 

can impact participants’ ability to speak openly and freely about the topic at hand and pictures, 

artwork and other decorations can serve as distractions (Stewart et al., 2007). With this in mind, 

participants were seated in a circle around a table so that all group members could easily see 

each other and make eye contact while also taking comfort in the distance or sense of security 

the table offers (Stewart et al., 2007). This helped establish an open environment and facilitated 

discussion while reducing the chances of one or more of the group members emerging as 

dominant (Stewart et al., 2007). Name tags with first names only were provided to ensure that 

participants could refer to each other by name and build a greater sense of rapport (Stewart et al., 

2007).  
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As indicated in the moderator’s guide (Appendix C), I explained to participants that the 

aim of the focus group was to encourage them to talk to each other rather than to address 

themselves to me as the researcher (Kitzinger, 1995; Stewart et al., 2007). Sessions were relaxed 

with minimal facilitator intervention to enable participants to set priorities (Kitzinger, 1994). 

This also prevented me from adopting a more interventionist style whereby I urged participants 

to continue speaking or debating and ultimately challenged them to behave uncharacteristically 

(Kitzinger, 1994; Stewart et al., 2007). As mentioned, taking this approach also helped avoid 

confirmation bias. However, in order to ensure the discussion flowed and stayed on topic, I did 

provide some direction, prompts and facilitation.  

Given that this was an exploratory study, I went in with an open mind and was fully 

prepared to allow the participants to have an impact on the direction of the discussion. I was 

aware that their conversations and priorities would weigh heavily on the results of this study. 

With that said, while guilt and the use of guilt in climate change communications including 

Shirkey’s campaign were a topic of conversation, there was also valuable discussion of both the 

messenger and the placement of such communications. 

Focus group discussion. 

Moving into the discussion, participants were invited to share their thoughts, perceptions 

and feelings related to the labels and messaging. I took a primarily nondirective approach and 

aimed to become a silent observer (Stewart et al., 2007). This provided an opportunity for group 

interaction and discovery and allowed participants to share their own views rather than risk 

framing the issue from my perspective (Stewart et al., 2007). I only intervened if absolutely 

necessary to keep the discussion going.  
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During the discussion, I relied on a digital audio recorder to capture what participants 

were saying so that I could focus on listening. In addition to listening, I noted the speaking order 

on my laptop and used a pen and notebook to record how participants were sharing and 

articulating their thoughts, perceptions and feelings including facial expressions and body 

language.  

Participants. 

While I had initially planned to seek ethics approval to use my Executive Director’s 

extensive email list to recruit participants, her sudden battle with cancer made this difficult and 

later impossible. I then identified my mother as someone whose friends and acquaintances met 

the criteria for inclusion in my study (a group of people with varying ethnic, education, political, 

professional and economic backgrounds as well as different age groups). Given that she is not 

someone who is actively environmentally involved, it was unlikely that her email list was 

composed primarily of environmentally-conscious individuals (where mine undoubtedly was). 

Moreover, as someone older and more rooted in the Metro Vancouver region (i.e. my 

connections through post-secondary education and the transient nature of many people my age 

who go where the work is has meant many of my friends and acquaintances lived outside the 

region), I knew she had diverse connections within the region and was confident that these 

people would also be willing to share the invitation with their acquaintances. She agreed to 

circulate a research invitation to her contacts.  

I employed purposive sampling, a form of nonprobability sampling and, as such, it does 

not involve random selection (Trochim, 2006). I used this sampling method to recruit 

participants who met my specific requirements (i.e. live in the Metro Vancouver region, are 19 or 
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older and have a valid Class 5 driver’s license) and who were not as likely to be as 

environmentally-educated or engaged as my contacts.  

From my mother’s contact list, I set out to recruit for three focus groups of 8 to 10 

participants each (with the hope that there would be 24 to 30 participants in total allowing for 

cancellations and keeping each focus group at 6 or more participants). While I had hoped to get 

as many participants as possible from my mother’s contact list before moving to a snowball 

sampling method, many people shared the research invitation and the sample became a snowball 

sample, a subset of purposive sampling.  

Through this snowball sampling, I was able to access informants through other 

informants. However, rather than pass the contact information along to me (as is traditional with 

snowball sampling) (Noy, 2008), informants shared the initial email and other informants 

approached me directly via email or phone to express an interest in participating in the study. The 

process was repetitive and accumulative; informants referred other informants to me and so on 

and so forth (Noy, 2008). Though it had not been my original intention to use snowball sampling 

right away, the sharing of information about the study not only enabled me to get the number of 

participants I required by the deadline but also ensured that the majority of participants ended up 

being people that I had never met before and further enriched the study’s sample. 

While my mother helped with sending out the initial recruiting email (see Appendix A), 

from that point forward potential participants were asked to contact me directly. My mother did 

not know who responded to the email, who passed it along to their contacts, and/or who actually 

participated in the study. Additionally, my mother was not a focus group participant. Once 

participants contacted me directly, they were sent a formal recruiting email (see Appendix B).  
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All study participants were English speaking Metro Vancouver residents over the age of 

19 with a current Class 5 driver’s license. This age was chosen based on BC’s Graduated 

Licensing Program, which requires individuals to move through a learner’s and novice driver’s 

license prior to testing for a Class 5 (ICBC, 2014). With this program, the earliest an individual 

can receive his/her Class 5 driver’s license is 18 years of age. Initially I met my goal with 27 

participants scheduled for one of three focus groups. Given that “[m]ost focus groups are 

composed of 6 to 12 people” (Stewart et al., 2007, p. 58), 27 participants left me in a comfortable 

position. However, due to illness and sudden scheduling conflicts (recruitment took place during 

the holiday season), I had seven participants cancel. This left me with 20 study participants 

spread amongst three focus groups. Each focus group had a minimum of six participants. Six 

participants falls into the range Stewart et al. (2007) believe is desirable for focus groups. 

Confidentiality. 

For sake of confidentiality, I developed a code sheet with a list of the participants’ names 

and a code name next to each actual name to uniquely identify each participant. Each unique 

code name was then written in the interview notes rather than the participants’ names. The 

pseudonym was also added to the consent form and the surveys so that I, as the researcher, could 

identify all participants as necessary. The code sheet was kept in secure, password protected file 

that only I had access to. Participants’ survey responses were stored in a secure location. 

Incentives. 

All participants were given a $10 Starbucks gift certificate and a handwritten thank you 

note. These tokens of gratitude were handed out at the beginning of the focus groups and I made 

it clear to all participants that they could keep the gift certificate regardless of whether or not 
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they decided to go forward as a participant. If a participant decided to withdraw at any time, 

he/she could take the gift certificate.  

Data analysis & reliability.  

After completing the three focus groups and while the information from each focus group 

was still fresh in my mind, I typed up all of my field notes and transcribed each of the three focus 

groups saving them as separate files. Knowing that the data analysis might be too overwhelming 

and difficult to analyze by hand, I uploaded the materials to NVivo.  

NVivo is a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS). It helped 

manage my data and provided workspace and tools so that I could easily: classify, sort and 

arrange information; use pattern-based auto coding to code large volumes of text quickly and 

efficiently; work systematically to ensure I did not miss anything in the data; identify themes and 

sub themes; and develop meaningful conclusions. Using this software and techniques including 

coding, repetition, word lists, and cutting and sorting (Ryan & Bernard, 2003), I looked for 

commonalties amongst the responses of focus group participants.  

To ensure validity of data, I worked with and triangulated data from multiple information 

sources. Triangulation increases the validity of data through the use of multiple data sources 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008). In this study, data sources included surveys, focus group discussions and 

researcher observations (field notes) in addition to the diversity of participants and comparison 

of themes.  

While I had originally planned to conduct a member check (after completion of the focus 

groups, asking participants about quotations and findings), I decided against this for a number of 

reasons. First, during the recruiting process I found that a number of people stated they were 

unwilling to participate if they had to be video recorded and/or had to review what they said. 
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There was obviously a level of discomfort with hearing or reading their own words and I did not 

want to put anyone in this position. Secondly, I was concerned that by the time each transcript 

was ready to review, participants would have forgotten what they had said and would therefore 

be unable to validate the transcript. Alternatively, I entertained the possibility that participants 

could unintentionally wrongfully recall what they had said and could consequently change the 

nature of the actual discussion. Participants could request the removal of valuable data from the 

focus group. They could have changed their perceptions about one or more topics after 

completing the focus group and then request that their narrative or part of it be removed. The 

change in perception could have occurred as a direct result of the focus group discussion itself 

(i.e. after having had time to reflect). Finally, I recognized that I was unable to recreate the same 

group dynamics. Without those group dynamics and the interaction amongst participants, it may 

have been difficult for a participant to understand or accept all that he/she said. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 

Chapter four describes the study’s key findings. It summarizes the data collected from the 

survey and the focus groups. Survey data were both qualitative and quantitative while focus 

group data were qualitative. Both types of data will be discussed in combination in order to best 

address the research questions.  

I begin this chapter with an introduction to the research participants including an 

overview of their socio-demographic information. I then move into the findings from the main 

thesis question: How do people feel about guilt-based communications? I continue with the 

findings from each of the remaining sub questions: (1) how do people feel about and respond to 

Robert Shirkey’s proposed climate change warning labels for fuel pumps? Do people think that 

guilt communications may be impactful when used this way? How might these same people 

respond if the messaging were more positive?; and (2) what, if any, recommendations would 

participants make to improve the labels and/or climate change communications? 

Participants 

Given that I used the snowball method, there is no way to be sure how many people 

received an initial invitation to participate in my research (i.e. the invitation sent out to potential 

participants prompting them to contact me if interested in participating as seen in Appendix A). 

However, I do know that the original contact list (my mother’s list) included 67 individuals. 

Moreover, speaking with the participants at each focus group I discovered that of the 20 

participants, 10 participants (50%) were recruited as a result of people forwarding the initial 

invitation while the other 50% of the participants were likely recruited directly from my mother’s 

contact list.  
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In total, all 20 participants submitted usable surveys. Having the research participants 

complete the surveys at the beginning of each focus group helped ensure participants did not 

leave anything blank; I was available to provide clarification for all participants. It is possible 

that participants felt pressured to answer all of the questions because I was physically collecting 

the surveys. Additionally, all participants who completed the survey had taken the time to attend 

a focus group, which showed a level of commitment such that I did not foresee anyone leaving 

survey questions unanswered. 

Socio-demographics. 

Gender and age. 

Of the 20 participants, 11 (55%) were female and nine (45%) were male. Participants 

were required to be 19 or older with a current Class 5 driver’s license. The youngest age group 

represented in this study was 25-34 while the oldest was 65+. Representation was spread out 

amongst the other age groups with equal representation seen in the following age groups:  

Table 1 

Participants’ Ages 

Age range Total n=20 

25-34 4 20% 

35-44 7 35% 

45-54 4 20% 

55-64 4 20% 

65+ 1 4% 

 

Profession. 

Participants were asked to identify their profession. Each participant was able to check as 

many boxes as necessary. Some participants are represented two or more times because they 
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indicated more than one category to adequately depict their professions. Categories that had no 

representation have not been included in the table. The results are shown in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Participants’ Professions 

Professions Total n=20 

Advertising, communications & marketing 3 15% 

Agriculture, forestry & fishing  1 5% 

Arts & entertainment 1 5% 

Business & logistics 2 10% 

Construction, machinery & homes  1 5% 

Education 2 10% 

Government 4 20% 

Health care, providers of social assistance 

& pharmaceuticals  

7 35% 

Homemaker  1 5% 

Retail 2 10% 

Retired 3 15% 

Scientific or technical services 2 10% 

Telecommunications, technology, internet 

& electronics 

2 10% 

Other: Self-employed 1 3 15% 

Falconer 1 

Parks 1 

 

As seen in Table 2, participants were from diverse professional backgrounds including falconry. 

At 35%, Health Care, Providers of Social Assistance & Pharmaceuticals was the most 

represented professional group. This was not surprising as my mother is a registered nurse and 

her contact list was the origin of this snowball sample. Still, Table 2 illustrates that a variety of 

professional backgrounds were represented in this study.   
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Education. 

Participants were also asked to identify their highest level of education. All 20 of the 

participants had completed a minimum of vocational/trade school and 19 (95%) of the 

participants had completed a minimum of some college/associate degree. This means that all 

participants had received post-secondary education. In total, 55% of participants had a four year 

degree or higher indicating that the majority of the study participants were University educated. 

Table 3 

Participants’ Education 

Education Total n=20 

Vocational/trade 

school 

1 5% 

College/associate 

degree 

8 40% 

Four year degree 7 35% 

Post-graduate 

degree 

4 20% 

Thesis question: How do people feel about guilt-based communications? 

Participants were very clear that the way a person responds to guilt-based 

communications is entirely based on that individual. Three participants (15%) said more than 

once that guilt-based communications simply do not appeal to them. All of the participants, 

however, felt that guilt-based communications have a role to play. My findings demonstrates that 

communicators must take the following into account if they intend to use guilt-based appeals to 

communicate about climate change: responsibility; education; alternatives; and credibility.  

Responsibility. 

The principle way that many of the study’s participants felt guilt-based communications 

were important to climate change was as a means of putting the onus on individuals, including 

themselves, to take responsibility for their actions. Despite coming from different educational 
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and professional backgrounds, all of the participants acknowledged that they had contributed to 

climate change and continued to do so. Here, participants referred to their driving habits and fuel 

consumption versus the ongoing exporting of fossil fuels that is beyond their direct control. For 

instance, while one participant acknowledged that not everyone was directly responsible for 

creating the technology or products that contribute to climate change, he also stated that “we are 

the end consumer and therefore by purchasing, we are contributing to climate change” (Lucas, 

focus group #1). Another participant stated that regardless of whether or not climate change is 

driven by humankind or a more natural process, 

it is happening and is going to have a massive impact and we should find out if we are 

exacerbating that or not. Hands down, I think you can say that we are accelerating that. 

Yes, we might be part of a natural cycle that is trending towards norming but I think it is 

very easy to see that we are accelerating that natural cycle and one way or another we 

have got to do something to slow it down and survive it. (Noah, focus group #2) 

Participants were undoubtedly aware of their own contributions to climate change but were also 

aware of the contributions of others. Moreover, many of the participants articulated that their 

friends, family members and colleagues were also aware of the impacts they have on climate 

change, suggesting that this awareness was by no means unique to the study participants but was 

also evident in the participants’ social circles as well.  

It is because of this existing climate change awareness that many participants were 

comfortable with guilt-based communications having a place in climate change; people knew 

they were contributing to climate change and guilt-based communications puts the responsibility 

on them to change their behaviour. Participants understood guilt-based communications as a tool 

to compel people to take action, mitigate climate change and to “change social norms” (William, 
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focus group #2). William noted “that the way you are going to get this [positive behavioural] 

change is through social pressure” (focus group #2); the participants seemed in agreement that 

guilt appeals have a place in making people take responsibility for their actions.  

For instance, when guilt-based communications appeals indicate a desired action, 

participants suggested that people may make each other feel guilty if they do not adopt this 

action. Similarly, the appeal may imply that a person’s peers would respond negatively if they 

knew he/she was not taking the desired action. When this happens, social pressure to respond – 

by adopting the highlighted behaviour or action – emerges within social groups. William called 

on the example of recycling advertisements stating that they gave the feeling that “if you don’t 

recycle, we’re looking down on you. I may not necessarily know that you are not recycling but 

you know and that is where the problem lies” (focus group #2). 

Still, despite being aware that they are contributing to climate change, participants 

expressed concern that not everyone is prepared to take responsibility for their actions or 

publically own up to them:   

People are so concerned with being politically correct and it is coming at our own 

detriment because we are not holding anyone accountable anymore. We are so afraid to 

offend someone or to upset someone that we are becoming dainty little flowers that get 

offended at the drop of a hat. (Noah, focus group #2) 

Noah added that “nobody wants to own up to it and have an adult conversation about an 

impending disaster [climate change] that has very real consequences for all of us” (focus group 

#2). Consensus was that people need to be put in situations where they are forced to take a 

long, hard look at the state of our environment. “You could have that at bus stops or on the 
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sky train. They should have this [climate related labeling] everywhere you go. It should be on TV 

and it should be on the radio” (Lily, focus group #3). 

Education. 

Generation gaps. 

When it comes to climate change, it is important that communicators do not assume that 

everyone knows what climate change entails. While all participants stated that they believe 

climate change is happening and that to their knowledge, so do the people in their social circles, 

William expressed that climate change “is not concrete in terms of what the end results are” 

(focus group #2). William alluded to the fact that it is easy enough for climate scientists and 

environmentalists to say that the weather has changed; it is easy enough for the experts to say 

that “it used to snow in Vancouver more than once a year or Trout Lake froze and people skated 

on it” (focus group #2) and members of older generations might be able to corroborate this but 

for people like William, the changes are not something that is easy to grasp. For instance, 

William stated: 

[I]t boggles my mind that ice would be thick enough in Metro Vancouver that people 

could skate on it. It is a moving baseline that makes it so much harder for us to judge 

where this [climate change] is going. (focus group #2).  

In short, William has never known weather that cold in Metro Vancouver. Without the memories 

to reflect on, he needs more information and education to really be able to understand how the 

weather has changed and what impact climate change is having in the region. 

A guilt appeal that made reference to such weather and temperature changes, therefore, 

might not impact someone like William as strongly as it may impact others (i.e. without first 

providing him with historical background and insight regarding weather and temperature 
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changes in the region). Thus, in using guilt appeals, communicators need to consider whether 

or not the intended target audience has the background knowledge needed to understand 

or feel the magnitude of what is being communicated. Communicators need to consider 

educational and experiential disparities when targeting audiences. 

Membership in certain generations can also impact how motivated people are to take 

action to mitigate climate change and how they react to guilt appeals. For instance, Emily 

articulated that her dad could not “care-less” (focus group #3) about changing his life to make a 

better future for the environment. She stated that she did not learn about environmental issues 

until about the ninth grade whereas her daughter started doing projects right out of kindergarten. 

Emily stated that: 

Messages out there are going to affect someone like my daughter more than it is going to 

affect someone like my dad because my dad does not have a background in any of that 

work whereas the kids now are being exposed to it and they are growing up with it so 

when they see the [guilt] messages, it is probably going to affect them more (Emily, focus 

group #3). 

Emily shared her belief that her daughter would be more likely to respond to a guilt-based 

message related to climate change because she has a more in depth education of the issue and 

understands what the consequences will be.  

Nathan agreed with Emily that the way a person reacts to and responds to guilt-based 

climate change communications is very much tied to education and generation. He noted that he 

is probably a member of Emily’s father’s generation and said: “it’s not that I don’t care; I do, but 

with what’s left of my life … I have so little impact but I get what my kids do and my grandkids 

do” (Nathan, focus group #3). Nathan articulated that because it is the younger generations that 
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are learning about climate change, it is best to “hit them” with this [guilt] messaging “because 

they respond to these things” (focus group #3). Abigail added that “they’re [the younger 

generations] the ones that will be running companies in the future and maybe they will affect 

change” (focus group #3).  

However, not everyone agreed with this point. Chloe questioned whether or not it was 

fair to use guilt-based messages on the younger generations. She also said:  

I feel for the kids because I have also heard from youth and some of them are fed up with 

hearing ‘you guys are the future’. Some of them have straight out said ‘thanks a lot; you 

guys have messed it [the environment] up and you’re telling us that we have to fix your 

mess?’ So some of them do get upset … I think while we are still on this Earth, we still 

need to take responsibility and lead by demonstration. (focus group #3) 

Chloe stated that it is difficult to speak for other generations and indicated that she knows youth 

who feel betrayed and/or let down because they feel pressured to clean up a mess that they did 

not make. 

Start in the schools. 

Though Olivia was the first participant to bring up the importance of children, more than 

half of the participants shared that the most effective means of eliciting behavioural change is to 

appeal to adults through their children or the children in their lives (i.e. nieces, nephews, 

grandchildren, etc.). Participants went on to propose that environmental educators and 

communicators could strategically target adults, especially parents and grandparents, by 

relaying the information through children. The education system was pinpointed as the most 

effective means of doing so. Participants stated that children would bring home the messages 

they learned in school and the children would make the adults in their lives feel guilty if they did 
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not adopt the environmentally-friendly behaviours and actions that the children had been taught. 

More than half of the participants made reference to this tactic as another way that environmental 

educators and communicators may use guilt to help combat or mitigate climate change – and 

participants were overwhelmingly in agreement that this was both an acceptable, and effective, 

means of targeting them.  

Olivia stated that an effective environmental initiative for her was recycling and went on 

to say that she adopted the practice because of her child. Her son learned about recycling at 

school and began to ask questions about it at home. He wanted to know why his family was not 

recycling and began to make Olivia feel guilty. As a result, Olivia “felt pressure that way and 

started recycling because [she] wanted to instill good values in him” (focus group #1). Sophia, 

who has a background in education, added that “this is the same with a lot of things in the 

education system; it is about going back to the kids and I guess they almost bring that guilt home 

and apply pressure for change” (focus groups #1). 

While initially participants focused on children bringing this pressure and guilt home to 

their parents, Jackson introduced the notion that the reach extends beyond the immediate family. 

An immigrant from the Philippines, Jackson came to Canada 13 years ago with very little 

knowledge of Canada’s environmental practices. Even when he saw people recycling, he “didn’t 

get it; [he] did not see the point” (Jackson, focus groups #1). Jackson credits his niece and 

nephew for being relentless and educating him about the importance of recycling, a lesson that 

they had learned and brought home from the classroom.  

Combatting information overload. 

Chloe emphasized the prevalence of greenwashing and confessed that she experiences 

added stress from information overload (focus group #3). Chloe stated that  
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[i]t is tricky because even though [she] work[s] for an organization that supports 

environmental causes, there is so much information out there … and sometimes the 

information is conflicting and it is hard as the consumer to sort through all of that 

different material. (focus group #3)  

Chloe’s tone and body language emphasized her stress and frustration as she dramatically 

dropped her elbows to the table and shook her head in her hands.  

For Chloe, who frequently feels overwhelmed by the amount of information that is 

available about environmental issues, particularly climate change, the conflicting information 

and the grueling process of deciphering what the information means, guilt-based 

communications alone simply does not work. Chloe clearly articulated this when she said:  

When I go in the parks and when I’m in nature, that’s what I want to protect. When I see 

beautiful trees, that’s what I need; I need the positive and I need the hope. If I didn’t have 

that then I wouldn’t do anything. (focus group #3) 

Chloe acknowledged that she needs hopeful messages to keep her strong and motivate to take 

action on behalf of the environment. With that said, Chloe also recognized her need for balance: 

“I do think I need both though; I need some doom and gloom because that is the consequence” 

(focus groups #3).  

Charlotte questioned whether or not all climate change advertising and communications 

should be positive and hopeful. She added that her co-worker always encourages her “to turn off 

the news because there is no good news; it is all bad news” (focus group #3). To her, this seemed 

to be an indication that the world needs more messages communicated in a positive way. When I 

inquired as to whether or not others thought this would be effective, the response was a 
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unanimous “no” from all of the other focus group participants: Abigail, Emily, Zoe, Nathan, Lily 

and Chloe (focus group #3).  

When asked if communications that elicit an emotional response are effective, the answer 

was a unanimous “yes”. While a couple of participants admitted that they desired more positive 

messages, when asked whether or not they thought these positive messages would actually be 

effective and lead them to adopt climate change mitigation behaviour, the consensus was that 

they would not. Lily stated: “if it makes me sad or angry or upset then I will do something about 

it” (focus group #3). Emily added: 

If it was a positive message then it wouldn’t affect me because I would feel fine but … 

[w]hen you watch those animal shows and they really focus in on this one camel or 

whatever at the end, you feel a connection to that animal and then the animal dies and 

you find your kid next to you crying; to make that connection with that animal is 

important. So for me, when I see animals and they’re in their homes, so for instance 

where they are cutting in Brazil to put bloody [expression of frustration] cows in pastures 

there, and then they show monkeys that do not have a home then that upsets me. (focus 

group # 3) 

Emily then went on to emphasize that it is these more upsetting or guilt-inducing forms of 

communications that actually make her take action. For instance, it was these type of messages 

that drove her to become a vegetarian.  

As Emily spoke, Chloe’s body language changed and she began to relax. Chloe no longer 

appeared tense and frustrated. She leaned in towards Emily signifying that she was listening 

closely to what Emily was saying. Once Emily had finished speaking, Chloe shared her thoughts:  
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It was interesting, [Emily], because when you talked about that example, it was very 

personal and it was one thing. I don’t mean that it was a small thing but you latched onto 

the cows and I feel like that is a tangible … [s]ometimes I get depressed because there is 

so much thrown at you that it’s like okay, well the gas and the tar sands and the cows and 

the starving children and warfare and monkeys and the local species, and all these local 

things being cut and programs being cut and it’s just so [emphasis] much! When it is 

something; one thing you can latch onto and connect with like a tangible action then that 

helps. I need some things that I can do because if I start thinking about all of the things I 

could do and I think about them all at once then I am going to lose my mind. (focus group 

#3) 

Here, Chloe hit on another key theme that emerged in relation to the use of guilt appeals: the 

need for alternatives.  

Alternatives. 

All participants agreed that when it comes to guilt-based climate change 

communications, viable alternatives must be provided. The study participants do not believe 

it is acceptable or effective to make people feel guilty and then leave them hanging. In that 

instant, communicators must provide an alternative that will yield similar (if not the same) 

results and enable people to change their behaviour. Participants recognized that coming up with 

alternatives might be more challenging with a multifaceted issue such as climate change but they 

reiterated the importance of providing them. As Mason articulated: “I am not going to stop 

driving if there is nothing else I can do, right?” (focus group #2). 



GUILT APPEALS IN CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 57 

Lessons from documentaries. 

A few participants referred to guilt-based appeals and documentaries as examples of how 

realism can be used effectively as a communications tactic. While the participants noted that one 

of the obvious strengths of documentaries is how visual they are, participants also felt strongly 

that documentaries typically have at least a short section focused on alternatives or what the 

average person can do to help. Rather than merely tell the story of a very real issue and leave an 

audience feeling guilty, upset and/or angry, documentaries leave an audience with an action 

item(s).  

For example, after watching a documentary on tuna harvesting and the dolphin slaughter, 

Lily was left feeling guilty because her family eats a lot of tuna and she was not aware that there 

was a history of dolphins being slaughtered in the process. What Lily referred to was the “tuna-

dolphin controversy in the eastern Pacific Ocean (EPO), whereby dolphins that associate[d] with 

yellowfin tuna [were] caught incidentally in fishing operations” (Hedley, 2001, p. 71). When 

fishermen noticed dolphins surfacing to breathe, they would circle the dolphins with their vessels 

using purse seine nets and catch the tuna (Hedley, 2001). Unfortunately, catching the tuna also 

meant catching the dolphins and as a result, millions of dolphins were killed (Hedley, 2001). It is 

these reckless fishing practices that eventually led to programs including dolphin-safe tuna. Lily 

learned about certified dolphin friendly tuna from the documentary, stating: “[now] I never buy a 

can unless it has that dolphin friendly symbol on it” (focus group #3). Lily was given a viable 

alternative that enabled her family to continue eating tuna while making a conscious effort to do 

better for the dolphin population. Similarly, both Emily and Lily credited a documentary about 

the treatment of chickens for being the reason they now only eat “cage-free” (Lily, focus group 

#3) or “free range” (Emily, focus group #3) eggs. They stressed that they never would have 
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known how to change their behaviour or their purchasing habits had alternatives not been 

presented in the film, they simply would have been left feeling guilty.  

Zoe, Emily and Lily also acknowledged that they purchase these “free range chicken eggs 

or whatever it is even though they are more [expensive]. Depending what store you go to 

sometimes you can pay up to $8 for 12 to 18 eggs” (Emily, focus group #3). The participants 

made it clear that they want to help but in order to do so, communicators need to strengthen these 

guilt-based appeals beyond the emotional punch by providing a clear alternative. If an alternative 

that is easy to undertake is presented, it makes it easy to adopt and move forward. 

Realistic and informed alternatives. 

Some participants stressed that it is not enough to give alternatives if the alternatives are 

unrealistic. Environmental educators and communicators must think through all possible 

alternatives and recommend ones that permit people to continue on with their activities with 

as much ease as possible. In doing so, it is important to consider that what works in one 

municipality or region may not work in another.  

For example, Ava indicated, it is “[w]ithin [her] power to recycle but [she] cannot change 

how to get to work” (focus group #2). In other words, even though recycling may take more 

time, it is a change she is willing and able to make. However, when it comes to how she gets to 

work, she believes a vehicle is the only realistic option she has and “unless something else comes 

along that would give [her] the power to change this, [she is] just going to continue to [drive]” 

(Ava, focus group #2). This is not to say that Ava had not been presented with alternatives but the 

alternatives she has been presented with were what she and fellow participants deemed 

inconvenient if not impossible.  
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Public transportation emerged as the most commonly cited alternative to driving. For 

participants including Noah, William and Mason (focus group #2) who mentioned that they live 

in Vancouver and/or closer to the downtown core, public transit seemed to be a realistic 

alternative to driving. In fact, the three of them mentioned taking public transit regularly. 

However, according to participants, public transportation is not a viable alternative for residents 

living outside of the downtown core in nearby municipalities (e.g. Burnaby, Coquitlam, Port 

Moody, Maple Ridge, etc.). Thus, Ava’s sentiments were echoed by participants in all of the 

focus groups.  

Emily stressed that inconvenience of public transit in comparison to driving. She stated 

that “it takes [her] two hours to get from downtown to the beginning of Maple Ridge” (Emily, 

focus group #3) and more time to get to her actual house whereas driving the same distance takes 

approximately 30 to 45 minutes depending on traffic. She also mentioned the lack of parking at 

public transit stations and the number of transfers required to get to her destination. The state of 

the transit system that Emily described was more bluntly put into perspective by Sophia: 

We [the Metro Vancouver region] have not got an infrastructure in place like some of the 

major cities; we have not grown up in this area and we have not got the public transit to 

get us around easily. It is not enough to tell me to get on a bicycle unless you want me 

dead. It is not safe. (focus group #1) 

Participants like Sophia made it clear that while public transit might be a feasible alternative or 

even more practical for people living in Vancouver, it is not a realistic alternative to driving for 

other people in the region. As William said, “you need to make it more convenient for people not 

to drive … that’s really what people are paying for when they drive – the convenience” (focus 

group #2). Electric cars were also noted as being too expensive and out of reach of participants.  
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At the root of this discussion of alternatives was the notion that if environmental 

communicators are going to use guilt-based appeals then realistic alternatives must be 

provided. While public transportation exists in these areas, what participants have indicated is 

that the expectation that it is reliable and convenient enough for them to use in place of driving is 

idealistic and perhaps misinformed. People need a feasible alternative in order to take action. 

Without a feasible alternative, they are left feeling guilty and as Ava said “that’s kind of when I 

shut down because it does not really create change; it doesn’t give me any alternatives” (focus 

group #2).  

Credibility 

A final theme that emerged was credibility. Many participants expressed concern over the 

number of people and groups communicating about climate change. They made it clear that just 

because a message is put out into the world, it does not mean they will believe it or take it 

seriously; credibility has become a very real question for participants especially when a 

source is attempting to elicit feelings of guilt. 

Sophia introduced credibility through her discussion of documentaries. For Sophia, 

documentaries are something she turns to for information on important issues. However, she 

noted that “[t]here is a credibility issue in a lot of this stuff [documentaries] and that can be a 

huge issue” (focus group #1). Sophia made it clear that she pays attention to the people and 

groups that are responsible for or have a role in any documentary she watches with credibility at 

top of mind. However, Sophia also stated that even with credibility issues, it “does not mean I 

am not paying attention. You can still get nuggets out of something that trigger questions; there 

are always two sides or more than two sides to every story” (focus group #1). 
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Logan was much more apprehensive. He noted that climate change messaging “is coming 

from so many different people and so many different special interest groups. Some of them are 

legitimate but some of them are not” (Logan, focus group #1). Logan described himself as 

feeling “bombarded” (focus group #1) by all of this information coming from a variety of 

sources and said that he has become “more and more wary of the people doing the climate 

change messaging now” (focus group #1). Logan is more skeptical and less trusting when it 

comes to the sources of climate change messaging. He was also the most adamant among 

participants that while there may be a role for guilt-based appeals to play in climate change 

communications, the guilt-based appeals would not work for him.  

Noah was more specific about his credibility concerns. When it comes to guilt-based 

appeals centered on climate change communications, Noah stated “I don’t think it is government 

or industry’s place to cast guilt or shame; it has got to come from peers” (focus group #2). 

Noah’s position on government and industry was very clear throughout the focus group 

discussion. His belief that government and industry are not doing enough to mitigate climate 

change supports his stance that it is not their place to cast guilt. Instead, he feels that guilt-based 

appeals are more effective when they come from peers or people he can relate to.  

Though the 20 participants were not all in agreement in terms of how they felt about 

guilt-based communications, the four themes: responsibility, education, alternatives and 

credibility emerged across all three focus groups. Seventeen of the 20 (85%) participants stated 

at one point or another that guilt-based communications were effective for them and others while 

three of the 20 (15%) participants felt that guilt-based communications were ineffective for them 

personally but acknowledged that such appeals may be effective for other people.  
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Sub-questions #1: How do people feel about and respond to Robert Shirkey’s proposed 

climate change warning labels for fuel pumps? Do people think that guilt communications 

may be impactful when used this way? How might these same people respond if the 

messaging were more positive? 

To answer these sub-questions, I first examined the participants’ results for the Guilt and 

Shame Proneness (GASP) scale and environmental concern. I then took these values into 

consideration as I examined their responses to the hypothetical situation in which they were 

presented with one of Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning labels. The last section pulled 

themes from the focus group discussions.  

Guilt proneness. 

A section of the survey was devoted to the Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale. The 

GASP scale was designed to measure “individual differences in the propensity to experience 

guilt and shame across a range of personal transgressions” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 947). Since the 

focus of this study was on guilt as opposed to shame, the eight statements pertaining to shame 

were discarded and the survey was adapted to only include the eight statements related to guilt.  

While participants were expected to respond to all eight of the statements, only four 

statements were particularly critical to this study. Numbers 1, 9, 14 and 16 from the original 

GASP scale (numbers 1, 4, 6 and 8 from my adapted version) relate specifically to guilt 

proneness. By including all eight, my hope was that participants would get more comfortable 

responding honestly to the hypothetical transgressions.  

To determine participants’ guilt proneness, each participant’s responses to numbers 1, 4, 6 

and 8 were summed.  Based on the Cohen et al (2012) rubric, a score of 20 points or below 

signified low guilt proneness, a score of 21 to 24 points signified medium levels of guilt 
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proneness and a score of 25 to 28 points signified high guilt proneness. The results are shown in 

Table 4. 

Table 4 

Guilt Proneness 

Guilt Proneness Number of Participants n=20 

Low 9 45% 

Medium 10 50% 

High 1 5% 

 

As seen in Table 4, only one participant had high guilt proneness. What is not readily available in 

this table is that the one participant who falls into the medium guilt proneness category had a 

score of 24. This means this specific participant was only one point behind high guilt proneness. 

It is possible that this participant would exhibit some characteristics of someone who is highly 

guilt prone. The next highest score below 24 was 22. There were five participants who scored a 

22, placing them comfortably at medium guilt proneness.  

While this study showed that 45% of the sample was low in guilt proneness and only 5% 

were high in guilt proneness, Cohen et al. (2012) found that on the basis of the GASP scale’s 

cutoffs between guilt proneness levels, approximately 30% to 40% of their sample were low in 

guilt proneness and approximately 30% to 40% were high in guilt proneness. Approximately 

25% to 30% of the sample were noted as having medium guilt proneness (Cohen et al., 2012). 

Thus, this study saw higher results for low and medium guilt proneness and considerably lower 

results for high guilt proneness.  

Environmental concern. 

A second section of the survey looked at participants’ environmental concern. This was 

done in two parts. The first part used the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). Though 
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I used the ISSP model with 11 questions/statements in the survey, further research indicated that 

the reliability of environmental concern is best when only the first nine questions/statements are 

taken into account (Franzen & Meyer, 2009). Therefore I analyzed only the first nine 

questions/statements in the findings. For each question/statement, the percentage of participants 

who were “very” or “fairly” willing and/or the percentage of participants who “strongly” or 

“fairly” strongly disagreed was calculated. The results can be seen in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Environmental Concern 

 Percentage 

Willing/Disagreement 

n=20 

We worry too much about the future of the environment 

and not enough about prices and jobs. (percent strong and 

fairly strong disagreement) 

 

90% 

People worry too much about human progress harming 

the environment. (percent strong and fairly strong 

disagreement) 

 

85% 

How willing would you be to pay much higher prices in 

order to protect the environment? (percent very and fairly 

willing) 

 

80% 

It is just too difficult for someone like me to do much 

about the environment (percent strong and fairly strong 

disagreement) 

 

80% 

I do what is right for the environment, even when it costs 

more money or takes more time. (percent very and fairly 

willing) 

 

75% 

Modern science will solve our environmental problems 

with little change to our way of living. (percent strong 

and fairly strong disagreement) 

 

65% 
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How willing would you be to pay much higher taxes in 

order to protect the environment? (percent very and fairly 

willing) 

 

60% 

How willing would you be to accept cuts in your standard 

of living in order to protect the environment? (percent 

very and fairly willing) 

 

30% 

In order to protect the environment the country needs 

economic growth. (percent strong and fairly strong 

disagreement) 

 

25% 

Note. For all data related to environmental concern, see the detailed table in Appendix F. 

Based on Table 5, it is apparent that while 80% of participants were willing “to pay much 

higher [prices] in order to protect the environment” only 60% of participants were willing “to 

pay much higher [taxes] to protect the environment. With only 30% of participants willing “to 

accept cuts in [their] standard of living in order to protect the environment”, it seems that many 

of the participants would rather pay higher prices or even pay higher taxes to protect the 

environment and aim to maintain their current standard of living. The 75% who were “very” 

and/or “fairly” willing to “do what is right for the environment, even when it costs more money 

or takes more time” is not surprising given that 80% of participants were willing to pay higher 

prices. 

The second part of the ISSP looked more at the role that science and humans play in 

environmental protection. The results for the question pertaining to modern science illustrate that 

65% of participants did not believe that “modern science will solve our environmental problems 

with little change to our way of living”. While 65% is a majority, it is not as large of a majority 

in comparison to what was seen in responses to other questions/statements. For instance, a 90% 

majority of the participants indicated that they did not feel “we worry too much about the future 

of the environment and not enough about prices and jobs” meaning that only 10% of the 
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participants exhibited less environmental concern to this point. Additionally, 85% of the 

participants did not believe “people worry too much about human progress harming the 

environment”. When it comes to economic growth, 25% of participants fairly strongly or 

strongly disagreed that “in order to protect the environment the country needs economic growth”. 

In other words, a 75% majority believed economic growth is necessary to protect the 

environment. Lastly, 80% of the participants disagreed that it was too difficult for them to protect 

the environment; 80% of the participants believed that they could help protect the environment.  

As is evident in Table 5, in all but two instances the majority of participants indicated that 

they have some environmental concern. In the first instance, the majority of participants (70%) 

would not be willing to accept cuts in their standards of living in order to protect the 

environment. In the second instance, 75% of participants believe the country needs economic 

growth in order to protect the environment.  

Climate change questions. 

As mentioned in the methodology, as an additional measure of environmental concern 

and to help the participants focus on the key environmental issue involved in this study, I 

included two questions related specifically to climate change. These questions were originally 

adopted from the Global Warming’s Six America’s Study (Leiserowitz et al., 2012). In assessing 

the results, I used a similar method to the ISSP and calculated the total percentage of participants 

who gave the following answers: “A little concerned” and “somewhat important;” “somewhat 

concerned” and “very important;” and/or “very concerned” and “extremely important”.  Results 

can be seen in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Climate Change 
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 Percentage 

a little 

concerned/

somewhat 

important 

n=20 

Percentage 

somewhat 

concerned/very 

important 

n=20 

Percentage very 

concerned/extremely 

important n=20 

Total percentage that 

are a little 

concerned/somewhat 

important; somewhat 

concerned; very 

important; and/or 

very 

concerned/extremely 

important 

n=20 

How 

concerned are 

you about 

climate 

change? 

 

15% 
 

25% 

 

55% 

 

95% 

How important 

is the issue of 

climate change 

to you 

personally? 

 

35% 
 

50% 

 

15% 

 

 

100% 

Table 6 shows that 95% of the participants were at least “a little concerned” about climate 

change. It is worth noting that the one participant who did not fall into this category marked “not 

very concerned” on his/her survey. None of the participants answered that they were “not at all 

concerned” about climate change. A total of 55% of all of the participants stated that they were 

“very concerned” about climate change. 

Looking at the second question in Table 6, climate change is at least “somewhat 

important” to all of the participants. Specifically, 35% of all of the participants indicated that 

climate change was “somewhat important” to them personally while 50% of the participants 

indicated that climate change was “very important” to them personally and 15% of the 

participants indicated that climate change was “extremely important” to them personally. With 

100% of participants falling into this category, even the participant who was “not very 
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concerned” about climate change indicated that it is at least “somewhat important” to him/her 

personally.    

Hypothetical Situation: Participants’ Responses to Shirkey’s Sample Label 

A final part of the survey introduced a hypothetical situation. Participants were presented 

with one of Robert Shirkey’s sample labels (see Appendix E) and were then asked to mark how 

much gas they would put into their tank and explain why they chose that quantity of gas. 

Participants were able to draw a line at any point on the fuel gauge to indicate how much gas 

they would put into their vehicle; no list of possible answers was provided. The quantities of gas 

listed in Table 7 reflect all of the answers that were seen on the completed surveys. Results can 

be seen in Table 7.  

Table 7 

Hypothetical Situation Results 

Responses to: “Please mark how full you would fill your 

fuel tank” 

Percentage n=20 

 

Full Tank 70% 

 

¾ of a Tank  

 

5% 

 

Half a Tank 

 

25% 

 

As seen in Table 7, all of the participants put at least half a tank of gas into their vehicles. 

The majority of the participants filled up their tanks. This was not surprising after reviewing the 

participants’ results to the Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale. This is because while the 

majority of participants were concerned about climate change and 100% of the participants 
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indicated that climate change was an issue of importance to them personally, only one participant 

(5%) was found to be highly guilt prone. Based on the GASP scale, the participant who was 

highly guilt prone was the most likely to respond to the label by not filling up his/her vehicle.  

As it happens, the participant who was found to be highly guilt prone is the one 

participant (5%) who put three-quarters of a tank of gas into her vehicle. The participant’s 

explanation for this decision was: “I never fill my car completely full. My strategy for filling the 

tank is I allot [sic] $10 for every work and school day for that week and that is all that gets 

filled” (Emily, focus group #3). Here, Emily made it clear that even before seeing the label, she 

was conscious of how much fuel she puts into her vehicle. 

Of the 10 participants (50%) who were shown to have medium guilt proneness on the 

GASP scale, 60% filled their tank while 40% put in half a tank of gas. Given that they scored 

between the two extremes, it is not surprising to see a split in the participants’ decisions.  

Of the 9 (45%) participants who were shown to have low guilt proneness, 89% filled their 

tank while 11% put in half a tank of gas. Participants with low guilt proneness were expected to 

be less susceptible to the type of messaging used in the label. Thus, the 89% of these participants 

who chose to fill their tank was not shocking.  

Explanations amongst participants in this category who filled up their tanks included: “So 

I wouldn’t have to fill it up again for another week” (Emma, focus group #1) and “[h]alf filling 

my tank will make no difference; buying an electric vehicle will make a difference” (Logan, 

focus group #1). As seen in this second explanation from Logan, even when participants 

recognized what the intent of the label was, they did not respond by reducing the amount of fuel 

they put into their vehicles.  
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One participant who fell into the low guilt proneness category and only chose to fill up 

half a tank of gas stated: “I would think twice about filling up my tank and look into other 

options of transportation” (Olivia, focus group #1). This participant indicated that she would 

explore other options; this particular participant responded to the messaging in the label with an 

intent to seek out alternatives. What is notable here is that this particular participant scored a 20 

on the GASP scale putting her only one point behind medium guilt proneness.  

In this section of the survey, the participants clearly articulated how they felt about 

Shirkey’s proposed climate change warning labels for fuel pumps and whether or not they 

thought guilt communications may be impactful when used this way. Themes began to emerge 

including the need to offer alternatives and the apparent lack of consideration of people’s needs 

(i.e. that people need to consume gasoline). These themes were built on and others emerged in 

the focus group discussions that followed the completion of the survey. 

Focus Group Discussions 

When participants were asked how they felt about Shirkey’s proposed climate change 

warning labels, they were quick to answer. Many participants opted to use what they had written 

in their survey responses to the hypothetical fueling situation as a starting point for the 

conversation. Across the three focus groups, the following themes- credibility, alternatives, 

desensitization, and placement- emerged touching on both how participants felt about Shirkey’s 

labels and whether or not they thought this use of guilt communications was impactful.  

Credibility. 

Not surprisingly, some of the themes that emerged in relation to this sub-question were 

the same as those that emerged in relation to the main thesis question. One of these themes was 
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credibility. A number of participants admitted to being skeptical of Shirkey’s climate change 

warning labels because of issues with credibility. 

From the onset, Lucas insightfully articulated his concern with advertising. He stated: 

“[Y]ou wonder where the advertising is coming from. Is it coming from the tar sands and the big 

oil companies? Who is funding it? You just don’t know” (focus group #1). Here, Lucas made it 

apparent that it is important to him to know who is behind the advertising he is being subjected 

to. He not only puts weight in who the messenger was but also who funded the advertising. 

Lucas then added: “It is not clear who did this [Shirkey’s] advertisement” (focus group #1). 

Lucas’ last point is critical. Had I not revealed to participants at the end of the focus 

group discussions who was behind the warning labels, they never would have known. That is, 

there was no information provided on the sample label that would indicate who had produced it. 

Additionally, once I told participants they were still concerned as the name did not mean 

anything and they were skeptical of Shirkey and his credentials.  

Support for statistics. 

Aiden was particularly concerned with the credibility of the statistics and information that 

were presented as fact. He noted: “The first thing I saw was something about 30% of species. 

First of all, where are they getting that statistic from? I don’t believe it” (focus group #2). While 

Aiden shared his comfort with cigarette labels, acknowledging that “they are pretty good science. 

We know that smoking will cause certain diseases” (focus group #2), he was hesitant to say the 

same for climate change where he was less confident that we know what the end result will be.  

As someone with a science background, Aiden was not prepared to believe a number 

simply because it was presented on a label at the fuel pump. Without support to back up the 

statistic, Aiden ruled Shirkey’s climate change warning label “unbelievable” (focus group #2). 
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He added that “it is not based on anything; there wasn’t even a reference” (focus group #2). 

Aiden later expressed that he would have felt more comfortable with the label had there been a 

link to more information or a reference. That way he would have had the option to look at 

supporting materials to verify the statistic and assess the reliability of the information. 

Alternatives. 

Alternatives was another recurring theme. The majority of participants were critical of 

Shirkey’s label because it did not present a viable alternative to fueling up their vehicles. Without 

an alternative, participants felt at a loss to take action aside from being more conscious of how 

often they drive and being conscious of how often they drive is something the majority of 

participants admitted to doing before ever seeing the label. As Noah articulated, while “smoking 

is something you can quit and live without as difficult as addiction is, getting around or 

transportation – you’ve still got to get to work” (focus group #2). If reducing how often people 

drive is going to happen, then alternatives need to be brought forward so individuals can start to 

introduce them into their daily lives. Notably, participants felt it was up to the environmental 

experts or scientists to come up with these alternatives; alternatives that must be both affordable 

and realistic.  

Affordability. 

The first criterion that emerged in participants’ discussion of alternatives was 

affordability. All participants agreed that Shirkey’s labels lacked an “evident alternative” (Emma, 

focus group #1). Many participants also added that when they are at the pump ready to fuel up 

their vehicle and find themselves faced by something like Shirkey’s label, the most obvious 

alternative that pops into their minds is an electric vehicle. Unfortunately as Lucas stated, as it 

stands right now, electric cars are “prohibitively expensive” (Lucas, focus group #1). 
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Lucas’ concern regarding the cost of electric cars in Canada was shared by all of the other 

participants. There was not a single participant who was opposed to driving an electric vehicle if 

cost was no longer a barrier. In fact, all participants responded quite positively to the idea of 

being able to drive an electric vehicle. Suggesting that it was not such an impossible notion, 

Liam stated that “the biggest market per capita for electric cars is Norway. They are buying tons 

of Teslas because the government is subsidizing them to such a degree that it just makes 

economic sense for everyday people to buy Teslas” (focus group #2). Consensus among 

participants was that if such an arrangement was made in Canada, they would happily embrace 

the alternative.  

Mason (focus group #2) expressed concern that “right now the people that can afford to 

go out of their way to buy a Tesla or something like that makes it a luxury” and “[he] think[s] 

that needs to change”. He added that being environmentally friendly “is almost a cool luxury 

right now. For most people, that is unattainable”. Consensus was that if people are to change 

their behaviours for the betterment of the environment then alternatives including electric cars 

need to become an option for the masses not only the elite. The participants felt that it is 

challenging to use guilt-based communications effectively when the alternatives available 

on the market are not affordable and therefore unattainable for the majority of the 

audience.  

Realistic 

As mentioned in the discussion of alternatives in response to the main thesis question, 

participants desire realistic alternatives that can quickly be introduced into their lives. While 

public transit is often cited as an alternative to driving, participants expressed that when you live 

outside of an urban core (i.e. downtown Vancouver), then this is no longer realistic. Among the 
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concerns with public transportation that were addressed earlier were the following: It can take 

two to four times longer to get somewhere by transit than it does by driving; lack of parking at 

public transportation centres that would help cut down on the commuting time; safety; lack of 

buses; and unreliability.  

Chloe offered a good example. She acknowledged that she used to live in Coquitlam but 

moved into Vancouver because she “was tired of waiting for the sky train and for buses that ran 

every half an hour that sometimes didn’t show up” (focus group #3). She added: “I had to show 

up 10 minutes earlier in case the bus left 10 minutes early. Sometimes it would be 10 minutes 

late and sometimes it wouldn’t show up at all”. By relocating, Chloe was able to ensure she had 

access to more efficient public transportation whereas others in similar situations who might not 

be able to make such a move would likely feel obligated to drive more.  

Participants suggested that it might be more realistic to increase the price of gas or 

increase taxes (and as noted in the survey, the majority of participants would be willing to accept 

such hikes in prices or taxes). However, Noah stated: “[W]here I think a lot of people are 

skeptical is with what the government is going to do with the money that is generated by 

increasing those taxes. If they increased taxes around fuel, I would want to know that the money 

is going directly back into climate change mitigation versus towards military spending or 

politicians’ raises” (focus group #2). William suggested that an increase in taxes or prices be 

aligned with an alternate behaviour and gave the following example:  

[I]f you increase the tax and put it into public transit so that you can get places in a 

reasonable amount of time then okay. You need to make it more convenient for people 

not to drive. That’s really what people are paying for when they drive – the convenience. 

(William, focus group #2). 
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Here, Noah and William express that while Metro Vancouver’s existing public transportation 

system may not currently be a realistic or viable alternative, there are ways to ensure it becomes 

one for the future. 

Desensitization. 

Study participants voiced concern that Shirkey’s campaign may not be effective simply 

because people have become desensitized to warning labels. Over 50% of the participants 

admitted that they did not even read the label at first because they could already tell what it was. 

In response to finding out fellow participants had read the label, Isabella stated: 

I am very impressed that you guys read the label because I’ve got to be honest, I read the 

first couple of words and I knew where it was headed and I knew I was going to buy my 

tank of gas. (focus group #2) 

In response to Isabella’s admission, Noah recognized that it was “a fantastic statement to just 

how desensitized we are to warning labels” (focus group #2) to which Isabella added “[i]t is 

because there are warning labels on everything now” (focus group #2). 

William and Emma were both quick to draw the connection to cigarette warning labels. 

Emma stated that Shirkey’s campaign reminded her of the “picture of the lungs on a package of 

cigarettes” (focus group #1). William raised the same point but went into more detail by adding 

that “they [the cigarette warning labels] are effective but what has probably been more effective 

is the fact that people cannot smoke anywhere and the public shames them for it” (focus group 

#2). In other words, William believed it was not the cigarette warning labels themselves that 

were so effective but the action and changes that accompanied the labels. William and Emma 

both shared their concerns that “[p]eople become desensitized to things [warning labels] like 
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that” (Emma, focus group #1). As William noted, “they [smokers] know they shouldn’t be 

smoking but it doesn’t stop them” (focus group #2). 

Lucas took a slightly different stance. While he agreed that he was desensitized, it was 

not desensitization to warning labels that he was as concerned about; it was his desensitization to 

“advertising that is at the pump” (Lucas, focus group #1). Lucas stated: “I do not pay attention to 

it anymore. I would not even know if I saw this [Shirkey’s warning label] at the pump. I do not 

care what is on the pump, I am just there to buy gas”. It is evident by Lucas’ comments that the 

placement of Shirkey’s warning labels was not for everyone. It is not always the content or style 

of a message that impacts how people respond but may also be the placement of the message.  

Placement. 

Throughout the focus group discussions, it became clear that participants had given 

thought to the placement of the warning labels. Responses ranged from participants who felt the 

labels were strategically and effectively placed to others, including Lucas, who felt that the 

location of the messaging did not make sense. Other participants strongly believed that the 

placement of warning labels on fuel pumps had a least some role to play in mitigating the 

impacts of climate change.   

Zoe stated: “[w]hen I saw the picture on the gas nozzle, it did impact me because I have a 

deep love for animals and that environment” (focus group #3). She added that though she put gas 

into her tank, she plots out all of her trips in advance to ensure she is being as efficient as 

possible. She felt that the placement of the label “was effective because people are standing there 

and they are looking while they are working [fueling up], so it is a really effective 

communications tool” (Zoe, focus group #3). She also went on to add that “[t]here are a lot of 
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ways of communicating and impacting people and [she] think[s] the media is the way to go”. 

Here, Zoe referred to primarily social media including YouTube and Facebook.  

Nathan agreed with Zoe about the importance and effectiveness of media. He 

acknowledged that in listening to the other participants speak, there seemed to be something that 

was affecting them all. He recognized that everyone seemed to be at least trying to do their part 

to contribute even just “in [their] own little worlds” (Nathan, focus group #3). With that he 

added:  

There is a message getting through to us somehow but for me, what I see in the media is 

powerful. I don’t think about solving the world’s problems; I think about some of the 

guilt and you do stop and think about well, okay, maybe I won’t do it as often. I still fill 

my tank but I will find a way to fill it less often. The messaging is coming through, you 

hear it even just around the table. (Nathan, focus group #3) 

Nathan articulated that though it is not enough to make him or others stop fueling up, there is a 

response to the guilt in the label that makes them pause and think, and then attempt to minimize 

or reduce the damage they are doing. In articulating this, Nathan suggests that the placement of 

these labels is effective yet he also reiterates the effectiveness of the media in communicating 

broader climate change messages as well.  

Reaching individuals before the pumps. 

Mason raised a question in his focus group discussion. He asked his fellow participants: 

“What is the one thing that we all still do? It is driving or being on the road, so I think that is the 

place we need to start” (Mason, focus group #2). Mason did not think advertising or warning 

labels placed on fuel pumps was effective enough. Instead, he felt the focus should be on 

vehicles themselves. Brainstorming, Mason suggested: 
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If you are in a car that flashes blue every time you hit your brakes and it charges the 

battery back-up and everyone around you knows it…there’s got to be some kind of 

feedback for everyone rather than just putting advertising on things (focus group #2). 

Mason was not alone in his thoughts about placement. Chloe admitted that while the label did 

bother her, she thought “it was a misplaced location” (focus group #3). Chloe stated: 

When people are at the point of picking up a pump and fueling it, I think that is the wrong 

point of contact for that message. The goal was to have some sort of impact and affect 

your decision but maybe the point of impact is when you are looking for a vehicle and 

what vehicle to buy. (focus group #3). 

Here, Chloe suggests that the messaging about climate change must come even sooner than what 

Mason has suggested. This was supported by Logan who in the first focus group had stated “I 

just don’t see any correlation. Put the ad in a car dealership where you can make an impact but at 

the fuel pump – no” (Logan, focus group #1). If the messages are to be effective, both Logan and 

Chloe believe they must be placed further upstream when individuals are shopping for vehicles.  

Bringing the message to the great outdoors. 

Emily brought forward a unique idea regarding the placement of Shirkey’s warning 

labels. Rather than put such messaging on fuel pumps, Emily believed it might be more effective 

to get her and her loved ones’ attention at a time when they are thoroughly enjoying nature. For 

instance, Emily stated:  

[W]hen you go to the UBC hiking trails in Maple Ridge and you’re enjoying the day, 

that’s the area where if you see a message like that saying that all of this could be gone 

then that is where it impacts you because you think in 10 years, will they log this spot? 

That is where I think I get the message. (focus group #3) 
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Emily’s thoughts on placement stood out from the other participants. Rather than focus on fuel, 

vehicles or technology that might be understood as having a role in climate change or traditional 

media or social media as storytellers, Emily believed it would be most effective for her if she 

were to be confronted by messages in the very moments she is enjoying nature the most.  

Saturate the advertising space. 

Aiden determined that though the climate change warning label campaign was “not 

exactly right, at least it is raising awareness” (focus group #2). Aiden went on to share an 

example, explaining that Shirkey’s labels have the potential to do more than merely kick start 

conversation:  

This one guy told me a story about how he worked selling billboards for a living and he 

sold space along the Gardiner Expressway in Toronto. The Gardiner Expressway is pretty 

much the Superbowl of billboards, so the space is really expensive. He told me that they 

were going to put an ad up for the new sandwich at McDonald’s. It cost them a lot of 

money to put that ad up and how effective was it? He said you are not going to go out and 

just buy that new sandwich but you will see it there and when you go take a pee, you will 

see it there too, and next time you go to McDonald’s you will remember that you have 

seen it before and you are going to order that sandwich. It is the effectiveness of having 

these ads and having them everywhere. (Aiden, focus group #2) 

Here, Aiden suggests that Shirkey’s climate change warning labels have the potential to secure a 

spot in a person’s mind such that the individual may eventually feel compelled to take action if 

they come across the same or similar messaging again in the future.  

Similarly, Mason recognized the warning labels as “a jumping off point” (focus group 

#2). He acknowledged that having “something visual like that [the label] at the pump over a long 
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period of time and maybe increasing its visibility would have a little bit more impact” (focus 

group #2). The key here is that the impact would likely occur over the long term. Mason added: 

[T]he first time I would notice and then continue what I was doing but I think if I saw 

that every single time instead of advertisements for candy or something and it was so 

visible then I think it would have a greater impact. At least in my mind I would be 

reminded of it. (focus group #2) 

Here, Mason did not mention that the labels would trigger an immediate behavioural change 

such as him no longer gassing up his vehicle but instead, he suggested that the labels would 

make him pause and think. Mason went on to state:  

If we are trying to change the way that people think about this thing that is happening 

then you have to try and change it without people even knowing. All of a sudden people 

just don’t want to go gas up their cars because they just feel that it is going to be bad for 

the environment. (focus group #2) 

Mason emphasized the need for the consideration of the environment to simply become part of 

people’s everyday practice.  

While the consensus among participants was that Shirkey’s warning labels would not 

prevent them from fueling up their vehicles, Mason was not alone in his belief that the labels, in 

their current proposed placement on fuel pumps, had a role to play in raising awareness about 

climate change. Sophia stated: “I might put it [the message] in the back of my mind; I mean, I 

might park it somewhere” (focus group #1). Sophia went on to say: “[i]t will take a heck of a lot 

more for me to change and that will not be the trigger” (focus group #1) but the messaging may 

stay with her and resurface later. That is, while participants do not believe Shirkey’s labels will 

prevent them from gassing up and while the survey and focus group evidence supported their 
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claims, some participants, including Sophia, Mason and Aiden, have noted that the labels may be 

an effective means of raising awareness.   

Sub question #2: What, if any, recommendations would participants make to improve the 

labels and/or climate change communications?  

Throughout the focus group discussions, participants offered a wealth of 

recommendations that they believed would improve the messaging of Shirkey’s climate change 

warning labels and/or climate change communications in general. In the process, five themes 

emerged: Schools and children, relevance and connections to human needs, credibility, empower 

people, and lastly, placement.  

Schools and children.  

A recurring theme in relation to how to improve climate change communications was the 

need to target children and their parents or the adults in their lives via the school system. 

Whether these communications take the shape of a class lesson, unit or discussion, or emerge as 

habits learned in the classroom that children then bring home, consensus among participants was 

that the school system would be an effective place to begin. Specific recommendations in this 

category included: 

 Make it a requirement for schools to take their students or at least students of a 

certain age on environmental-oriented fieldtrips. For example, to see where their 

garbage goes or where their water comes from.  

 Expose students to environmental issues including climate change. 

 Introduce a specific course on climate change or bring it into the curriculum as a 

regular unit or chapter. 
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 Give children and/or youth the tools to bring these environmental topics home to 

their loved ones so that the conversation continues outside of school. 

 Provide a toolkit of new habits or simple tasks people should adopt to help 

mitigate climate change and send them home with the students to encourage in 

their own households.  

Relevance and connections to personal needs. 

A second theme that emerged was relevance and connections to personal needs. 

Consensus among participants was that if an issue did not feel relevant or important to them 

personally then they would be less inclined to take action. While results indicated that 100% of 

participants believed climate change was important to them personally, more than one participant 

articulated how broad climate change is. Recommendations in this category were:  

 Find a way to make climate change personal.  

 Focus on cause and effect. Tell people what the issue is, how it affects them and 

what they can do about it. 

 Ensure you link climate change back to humans; reveal the impact of the issue on 

humans. Do not just focus on animals. 

 Make it socially acceptable or even cool to adopt the behaviours necessary and/or 

take actions that will mitigate climate change.  

Credibility. 

Based on participants’ discussions, if an individual does not believe a message is 

credible, the message will not be as effective. While Sophia acknowledged that a lack of 

credibility in a documentary “does not mean [she is] not paying attention” (focus group #1), 

other participants cited credibility as precursor to them taking action (Aiden, focus group #2; 
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Noah, focus group #2; Logan, focus group #1). The following recommendations emerged in 

relation to credibility: 

 Be up front and transparent. Make it clear where the message is coming from and 

make it easy for people to find out who the messenger is, what the messenger 

does, and where the funding is coming from, etc. 

 Provide a link or reference when a statistic or fact is introduced in a 

communications piece; let people see where the information is coming from. 

Empower people. 

Consensus among participants was that much of the existing climate change 

communications does very little in the way of providing alternatives or making individuals feel 

like they have the power to make a difference. Instead, people are left feeling inundated with 

information and no real understanding as to how or if they are expected to change. Participants 

made several recommendations for how climate change communications may improve on this 

front: 

 Provide direction and education that makes people feel like they can make a 

difference.  

 Provide realistic and affordable alternatives that will help people engage in pro-

environmental behaviour. 

 Set high standards and develop a sense of pride amongst people that will 

encourage them to make positive behavioural changes to mitigate the impacts of 

climate change. 

 Develop healthy competition and longstanding partnerships so that people are 

motivated to learn from each other and help each other improve. For instance, 
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Lily suggested devising sister cities for climate change with other cities 

throughout the country or around the world (focus group #3). These cities could 

engage in healthy competition with the aim to reduce climate change impacts and 

also develop a partnership, engaging in conversation about how they have made 

progress (Lily, focus group #3). 

 Make it simple and easy to get involved. If there are three or four things people 

have to do in order to comply with the warning label then they are less likely to 

get involved. The fewer steps that are involved, the better.  

Placement. 

While some participants expressed uncertainty regarding the placement of Shirkey’s 

warning labels, the consensus was that the labels had a role to play in the grander scheme of 

climate change communications. Participants also articulated that because climate change is a 

multi-faceted issue, there is not one place to put a message that would effectively alter their 

behaviour. Instead, participants advocated for more widespread placement. The following 

recommendations emerged: 

 Wherever possible, provide links to further information for people that want to 

learn more. 

 Do not underestimate the power of video and social media. Get the message out 

on social media and encourage people to share it with their online social circles. 

Ensure both social media and video are part of your communications strategy. 

 Get the message about climate change out everywhere. Utilize all avenues 

available to communicate the issue.  
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 Test the placement of each campaign. For instance, in the case of Shirkey’s 

warning labels, it would be wise to test them to ensure that people are actually 

seeing the labels on the fuel pumps and then test to ensure that people are actually 

reading them. Many participants admitted that they skipped over the label to 

answer the question without reading the message.  

Guilt-based climate change communications. 

The participants were not immediately repelled by the use of guilt-based 

communications. All of the participants felt climate change was an issue of importance to them 

personally and all of the participants believed that humans have played a role in climate change. 

With that, many participants acknowledged that they believed they should feel guilty about 

climate change. Even the one participant who strongly felt that guilt-based communications do 

not work for him acknowledged that guilt-based appeals have a role to play in climate change 

communications. Participants made the following recommendations in relation to guilt-based 

climate change communications. 

 Understand that not every communications piece will be effective or will vary in 

effectiveness for everyone.  

 Emotional appeals are an effective means of eliciting action and/or behavioural 

change.  

 Offer some indication of normative behaviour; let people know what others are 

doing to help mitigate climate change and give them the tools to do the same.  

 Offer an alternative or a means of remedying the guilt. Provide a tangible 

solution, action or behaviour we can adopt that will help mitigate climate change. 
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 Do not rely solely on guilt-based appeals; offer a balance in the type of appeals 

used. People need to recognize the consequences of climate change but they also 

need hope.  

 

  



GUILT APPEALS IN CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 87 

Chapter Five: Discussion & Conclusion 

Chapter five offers an interpretation and discussion of this study’s findings. After delving 

into a discussion of the lessons learned throughout this thesis journey especially pertaining to 

guilt-based appeals in climate change communications and Shirkey’s climate change warning 

labels, I highlight the study limitations and delimitations, and make suggestions for areas of 

future research. Rather than end here, it is my hope that the lessons learned throughout this 

journey will act as a catalyst for further action and research. 

Answering the Big Question 

This study focused on answering the following question: How do people feel about guilt-

based communications? While all of the study participants believed that guilt-based 

communications are effective, this does not mean that the participants liked guilt-based 

communications nor does it mean that guilt-based appeals are effective in every realm of 

communications (i.e. remember that the participants were asked to think specifically in the 

context of climate change communications). These same participants indicated that they knew 

climate change was happening and that they believed they had a role in causing it and in 

addressing its impacts. In fact, the majority of study participants believed that they should feel 

guilty about their contributions to climate change and therefore understood guilt-based appeals as 

a tactic or a tool used by environmental communicators to communicate about and help mitigate 

the effects of climate change.  

Participants therefore believed guilt-based communications are effective, but this does 

not mean they like them. As noted in the results chapter, some participants articulated a desire to 

have more positive and hopeful approaches used. However, when questioned about the 

effectiveness of these positive approaches in leading participants to adopt behaviour to mitigate 
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climate change, the majority of participants noted that they would not be as effective. Instead, 

one participant noted that it was feelings of sadness, anger or upset that really motivate her to 

act. Such emotions led to more awareness of the problem and motivated her to do something 

about climate change (Roeser, 2012). In other words, whether people like an approach and 

whether an approach is effective are two different questions.  

Cognitive dissonance. 

Guilt-based communications and how people respond to such communications are 

closely tied to cognitive dissonance theory. Cognitive dissonance theory refers to the need for 

individuals to maintain cognitive stability. Individuals become distressed when they 

simultaneously experience two or more conflicting cognitions including ideas, emotional 

reactions, attitudes, values, beliefs, and/or actions and behaviour. Consequently, individuals aim 

to reduce this cognitive dissonance by altering existing understandings to form a consistent belief 

system (Chang, 2011; Festinger, 1957). With this said, cognitive dissonance theory helps express 

why guilt appeals can be successful. 

When a cause-focused advertisement or environmental charity promotes an idea as a 

social norm (i.e. an action related to climate change mitigation), individuals internalize it 

(Chang, 2011). If it does not match an individual’s preconceived idea, then he/she must take 

action to ensure there is consistency between his/her thoughts and actions. For example, failing 

to act on a social norm can result in guilt. The journey to retribution can therefore be to take the 

action as initially requested by the advertisement or charitable material. When it comes to cause-

related advertising and environmental charities, this action is often due to social responsibility 

guilt (Chang, 2012). Social responsibility guilt typically results from not living up to an 

individual’s perception of social responsibilities and social norms. 
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This social responsibility guilt is further emphasized by Brennan and Binney (2010). 

They hone in on the positive attributes of guilt appeals by comparing feelings of guilt to feelings 

of fear. In their research, they discovered that participants found marketing campaigns that 

appealed to guilt encouraged them to feel empathy, worry and/or sorrow, and encouraged social 

responsibility through helping those less fortunate than themselves (Brennan & Binney, 2010). 

While fear appeals were deemed threatening, guilt appeals encouraged participants to focus on 

their moral obligations to other people and aroused sympathy in regards to environmental 

situations (Brennan & Binney, 2010). This focus on moral obligations suggests that individuals 

are responsible to themselves, other people, their communities and the environment. If a cause-

focused advertisement or charity appeal suggests an individual is not fulfilling his/her moral 

obligation then he/she must take action to fulfill this obligation as suggested by cognitive 

dissonance theory.  

However, given that consumers are more used to and critical of advertising these days, 

they may figure out the advertiser’s intent (i.e. to make them feel guilty) or suspect that the 

advertiser is trying to manipulate them and consequently surprise the advertiser or organization 

by responding unexpectedly (Cotte et al., 2005). “For example, advertisers using a guilt appeal 

expect the audience to feel guilty and have some feeling of failing at their own ideals or ethical 

principles, but viewers do not always feel guilty” (Cotte et al., 2005, p. 361). The way in which 

viewers respond may come down to trust. For instance, two participants in the second focus 

group indicated their lack of trust in the government. If a guilt-inducing message originated from 

the government or appeared to originate from the government, then these participants would 

likely rebel against the message. Here, “rebel” refers to an individual carrying on with life as 

usual versus taking action as the charity or cause-focused advertisement suggests. Even though 
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both of these study participants articulated that they believe they should feel guilty about their 

contributions to climate change and that they ought to take action to mitigate the impacts of 

climate change, they will not simply respond blindly to anyone that encourages them or attempts 

to guilt them into doing so. In other words, the messenger is a key factor in whether or not 

people will respond to guilt appeals. If individuals believe the guilt appeal is valid and do not 

believe that the source is being manipulative, then they are more inclined to feel guilty and 

subsequently change their behaviour (Cotte et al., 2005).  

With that said, one of the concerns articulated by several participants in relation to 

Shirkey’s campaign was that they did not know where the message was coming from. Some 

participants believed it looked like government messaging and therefore were immediately 

skeptical and more distrusting while other participants could not even guess who the messenger 

was. The majority of participants stated that they would like more information so that they could 

conduct research into the credibility of the messenger and the facts. Thus, if these labels were to 

become more widespread and actually be effective, there would have to be a discussion about 

who the messenger is and how to portray this. This becomes a more critical point as Shirkey 

campaigns for municipalities to adopt his labels because Shirkey may no longer be the 

messenger or at least not the only messenger (i.e. a participating municipality may take 

ownership or joint ownership of the labels in its city).  

Not to be overlooked is the need for an action, an alternative or a takeaway lesson from a 

guilt appeal. Given that guilt appeals work in accordance with cognitive dissonance theory, it 

goes without saying that an action or alternative is required for people to adopt in order to make 

retribution or realign their thoughts and actions. This viable alternative is precisely what 

participants felt was missing. 
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Alternatives. 

A key issue that emerged in relation to whether or not people will respond to climate 

change communications (guilt-based and others) by taking action to mitigate their impact on 

climate change are realistic alternatives and/or takeaways. This was arguably one of the, if not 

the most dominant theme that emerged in all three focus groups. Participants continually 

articulated the need for viable, realistic and tangible alternatives and/or takeaways that they 

could easily implement into their everyday lives to help mitigate climate change and to 

counteract their guilt.  

While I had assumed participants would focus on the apparent negativity of guilt appeals, 

instead, at the root of the discussions was the notion that now that environmental communicators 

had people at a point where they were feeling guilty and where they were listening, what was it 

environmental communicators wanted or needed them to do? That is, where was the action item? 

The issue was not telling people what was needed of them going forward.  

Arguably, the action item implied by both the placement and messaging of Shirkey’s 

warning labels was to reduce fuel consumption and drive less. However, the study participants 

immediately dismissed this as unrealistic.   

Interestingly, in the resulting discussions as to what viable alternatives may be, mass 

public transit infrastructure did not come up. Participants merely spoke to how poor they 

believed the existing public transit system is in the Metro Vancouver region without discussing 

how it could be improved, what impact such an improvement would have, and what role people 

could play in lobbying for improvements. However, as a Metro Vancouver resident and a regular 

public transit user with a 1.5 hour commute each way (a commute that would be 30 to 35 

minutes if I were to drive) to and from work, I was not too surprised by the absence of discussion 
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surrounding mass public transit infrastructure as a realistic alternative. It is a conversation that 

has been ongoing in the region for a number of years; a conversation that has grown quite 

contentious and tiring for many residents. The reality is that it takes half the time to drive to the 

destination (Sinoski, 2013) and many people seem to have lost hope that it will improve, 

especially in a region where most people live and work in different municipalities.  

There was also a controversial 2015 Metro Vancouver Transportation and Transit 

Plebiscite on the horizon for the focus group participants. Between March 16 to May 29th, 2015, 

voters living in Metro Vancouver were asked to vote ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to support a 0.5% increase in 

provincial sales tax (PST) to fund better transit in the Metro Vancouver region (Johnson, 2015). 

The ‘yes’ vote received significant political support: promised to prepare the region for the 

impending population and density increases; reduce traffic congestion throughout the region by 

20%; save public transit users up to 20 to 30 minutes per day; increase bus service by 25%; add 

2,700 kilometres of bike paths; and invest $36 million annually into road and infrastructure 

upgrades throughout the region while supporting regional job creation with 7,000 new jobs by 

2030 and over 12,000 new jobs by 2045 meaning the region would benefit from economic 

activity of an average of $448 million annually over a 10 year period (Johnson, 2015). 

It is important to note that Metro Vancouver voters can also vote ‘no’ to the plebiscite. 

However, it has received much less political support with only three of the Metro Vancouver area 

mayors openly coming out against the transit plan. At the root of the ‘no’ vote is a lack of 

confidence in both the government and TransLink’s management resulting in a fear that 

taxpayers dollars would be wasted (Baker, 2015; Johnson, 2015). As previously mentioned, this 

lack of confidence and trust in the government was not foreign among study participants. 



GUILT APPEALS IN CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 93 

As seen in this study’s results (chapter four), a 75% majority of participants believed 

economic growth is necessary to protect the environment. Perhaps the supposed economic 

growth offered by a ‘yes’ vote in the 2015 Metro Vancouver Transportation and Transit Plebiscite 

combined with its supposed benefits to the environment and livability is what the 75% of this 

study’s research participants desired or what they thought of when they responded to the survey 

question indicating that economic growth was necessary to protect the environment. Perhaps the 

same participants would have responded differently to this study’s survey and would have had 

different discussions in the focus groups if I had conducted my research later in 2015 rather than 

at the end of 2014 because the results of the plebiscite would be available and participants would 

know the future of public transportation in the region.  

While a campaign like Robert Shirkey’s may be understood as a means to put pressure on 

governments, corporations and residents to implement, accept and utilize a better mass public 

transit system, this was not evident in this study’s results. For study participants living outside of 

Vancouver in neighbouring municipalities, public transportation was hardly even seen as an 

option. Instead, these participants felt angry and frustrated when faced with Shirkey’s campaign 

because they believed they were left with no solution and no means of making retribution for the 

guilt they felt. If this campaign were to be implemented in the Metro Vancouver region, this 

concern and apparent inaccessibility of public transportation is something Shirkey would need to 

be mindful of and perhaps build into this campaign.  

However, as indicated by the 2015 Metro Vancouver Transportation and Transit 

Plebiscite, at the time this study was conducted, participants and other residents of the Metro 

Vancouver region were going through a period of transition and uncertainty regarding the future 

of public transportation in the region. Though one may expect that this would make public transit 
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a larger part of the discussions, it seemed that there was a lot of negativity and a loss of faith in 

Metro Vancouver’s public transportation and its provider, TransLink that instead eliminated it as 

a viable alternative. While this frustration perhaps accounts for the way in which public 

transportation was discussed in the focus groups, it seems the plebiscite has come at an 

appropriate time. 

Let me continue doing what I am doing. 

When it came to alternatives, an interesting theme began to emerge. I call it the let me 

continue doing what I am doing theme. Though participants repeatedly stated that they needed to 

be given alternatives if they were going to change their behaviour to help mitigate climate 

change, it quickly became apparent that not just any alternative would do. Throughout the results 

and discussion chapters, I have referred to participants’ need for “viable” and/or “realistic” 

alternatives but what does that mean?  

Participants do not simply want to be told they can no longer partake in a certain activity 

and/or be given an action or alternative to help mitigate climate change; participants want an 

action or alternative that specifically allows them to continue doing exactly what they have been 

doing but in a slightly greener or more climate change friendly way. In other words, despite 

participants’ awareness about climate change, they seem to be unwilling to truly adapt their 

behaviour; participants lack a sense of urgency when it comes to mitigating climate change 

(Roeser, 2012). 
Recall Lily’s discussion of tuna harvesting and the dolphin slaughter. Even though Lily 

felt guilty because her family eats a lot of tuna and she was not aware of the history of dolphins 

being slaughtered in the harvesting of tuna until she watched a documentary, she was not 

prepared to stop buying tuna. Instead, Lily started to buy tuna that is certified as dolphin friendly. 
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Though it is possible she has to pay a bit more money, Lily’s family can still eat as much tuna as 

they did before but she can now feel better about it when they do so; Lily and her family can 

continue doing what they were doing. If the only alternative had been to stop buying tuna, Lily 

may not have so easily made the change. The same can be said for the discussion surrounding the 

treatment of chickens and the option of purchasing cage-free or free range eggs. People like these 

type of alternatives because even though they often cost more, they allow them to continue living 

their life without any drastic change.  

As shown in the results, 80% of participants were willing “to pay much higher [prices] in 

order to protect the environment”; 60% of participants were willing “to pay much higher [taxes] 

to protect the environment”; and 75% of participants were “very” and/or “fairly” willing to “do 

what is right for the environment, even when it costs more money or takes more time”. However, 

given that only 30% of participants were willing “to accept cuts in [their] standard of living in 

order to protect the environment”, it seems that the majority of the participants who would rather 

pay higher prices and/or higher taxes to protect the environment are also motivated by a desire to 

maintain their current standard of living; a desire to continue doing what they are doing. 

However, it is also possible that if participants were to pay higher prices and higher taxes, 

it could actually begin to cut into their standard of living by reducing the amount of money they 

had to spend. For instance, even though there would be some cost overlap (e.g. a family already 

has housing costs but now they are paying more to live in an energy efficient home), the fact that 

they would be paying higher prices might mean they have less disposable income. Thus the 

majority of participants’ willingness to pay higher prices and higher taxes while not giving up 

their standard of living may not be so straightforward.  
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Therefore, while the majority of participants stated they were willing to pay higher prices 

to protect the environment, there is a limit to how much they are willing or able to pay. All of the 

participants indicated during discussions that electric cars and other existing environmentally-

friendly alternatives are not affordable and therefore unattainable for the vast majority of people. 

Such limits are something that would need to be explored as they inevitably vary based on 

personal preference and income.     

Triggering an education process. 

Framing is evident in Shirkey’s climate change campaign and has the potential to trigger 

an education process in a couple of ways. According to Lakoff, people “think in terms of 

typically unconscious structures called ‘frames’” (2010, p. 71). He goes on to say that “[a]ll of 

our knowledge makes use of frames, and every word is defined through the frames it neutrally 

activates” (Lakoff, 2010, p. 71). Lakoff draws on the example of a hospital frame explaining that 

the frame includes roles (e.g. doctor, nurse, patient, operating room, hospital room, thermometer, 

etc.) as well as the relations between these roles (e.g. nurses check patients’ temperatures in 

hospital rooms with thermometers) (Lakoff, 2010).  

This brings us to the first way in which Shirkey’s campaign uses framing with potentially 

educational properties. In the case of the climate change warning labels, Shirkey puts our regular, 

daily activities including purchasing fuel, into the climate change frame. By placing climate 

change warning labels on fuel pumps, Shirkey shifts the frame in an effort to form a new 

relationship (e.g. consumers put fuel in their vehicles contributing to climate change). Even if the 

consumer carries on fueling up his/her vehicle (and as this research has shown, they likely 

would), a new frame has been introduced linking fuel consumption to climate change.  
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Second, participants also articulated that even if a person found guilt-based 

communications manipulative and/or ineffective, there could still be a role for this messaging 

style; guilt-based communications have the capacity to trigger a climate change education 

process (Sophia, focus group #1; William, focus group #2; Emily, focus group #3). This 

education process can be triggered by or related to framing. As Lakoff argues, frames are 

inescapable; “[t]he only question is, whose frames are being activated” (2010, p. 72). Even 

“negating a frame just activates the frame” (Lakoff, 2010, p. 72) and prompts cognition about 

that which was negatively framed.  

For instance, a person may remember the message precisely because he/she did not like 

the messaging style or did not agree with the message. When he/she encounters climate change 

again, the message may resurface in his/her mind. Alternatively, the individual may choose to 

conduct some research into climate change or a particular aspect of it because of something in 

the message that did not sit right with him/her. Feelings aside, the frame has prompted cognition 

and in the process, this individual learns about climate change and may encounter what it is that 

he/she needs in order to motivate behavioural change. In this way, guilt-based communications 

may act as a catalyst.  

However, as the study participants noted, not everyone takes issue with guilt-based 

communications. Some people respond well to this style of communication and these types of 

messages actually motivate them to take action. Consider the elaboration likelihood model 

(ELM). According to the ELM, there are two ways people make decisions and are persuaded: the 

central route and the peripheral route (Kitchen, Kerr, Schultz, McColl, & Pals, 2014). When 

individuals are motivated and able to pay attention and make sense of the message, they take a 

logical and conscious thinking route to decision-making – the central route (Kitchen et al., 2014). 
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The peripheral route requires little cognitive effort and instead individuals pay attention to 

peripheral or surface cues including whether or not they like the speaker (Kitchen et al., 2014). 

While the central route often results in a permanent attitude change; the impact of the peripheral 

route is temporary (Kitchen et al., 2014). Therefore for long-term attitude changes or for lasting 

behavioural changes, it is important to motivate individuals to take the central route. One of the 

most effective means of motivating individuals to take the central route is to make the message 

personally relevant to them (Kitchen et al., 2014). The desire for personally relevant messages is 

a theme that emerged throughout this study. In the event that an individual takes the peripheral 

route and does not make a lasting behavioural change or experience a long-term attitudinal 

change, the message may still offer a takeaway lesson about climate change, inspire a person to 

do more research or, as Sophia articulated: “I might put it [the message] in the back of my mind; 

I mean, I might park it somewhere” (focus group #1). 

Therefore, if Shirkey’s goal is to make people think about the connection between their 

fuel consumption and climate change then his labels may be deemed a success. However, as 

participants indicated, Shirkey’s labels lack personally relevant information that would enable 

them to make a more meaningful connection. With that said, it is likely that individuals would 

take the peripheral route and not make any long-term attitude changes or lasting behavioural 

changes. Thus, if Shirkey’s goal is to get people to limit their fuel consumption and drive time 

then he needs to come up with different messaging that will encourage individuals to take the 

central route. Here, I am not suggesting that the guilt appeal needs to eliminated but that the 

content of the message needs to more effectively target the individuals that will see it; Shirkey 

needs to find a way to make the messaging “hit home” for fuel consumers.  
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Youth, guilt and climate change. 

In the third focus group, there was discussion of youth as the key to climate change 

mitigation. Both Nathan and Emily felt that youth are more likely respond to guilt-based appeals 

about climate change because they have a more in depth climate change education, a better 

understanding of the impacts of climate change, and they will experience the negative effects of 

climate change in their lifetime (focus group #3). However, older generations like that of Nathan 

and/or Emily’s father are less likely to take action because they do not believe they will be 

around to experience the consequences of climate change (focus group #3).  

Nathan is a father and a grandfather while Emily is a mother. The idea that older 

generations want to make positive change to help create a better world for their children, 

grandchildren and future generations did not seem to hold here. Instead, these individuals trusted 

that their children and grandchildren would take it upon themselves to better their world.  

Chloe was quick to jump in as a supporter and spokesperson of sorts for the youth she has 

worked with. She offered a different perspective, suggesting that many youth are tired of being 

told they have to clean up the climate change disaster their elders have created (focus group #3). 

She articulated her belief that the onus should be on all individuals to take responsibility and lead 

by example (Chloe, focus group #3), a belief that was shared by members of the first focus 

group, including Olivia, who strive to instill good values in their children. 

While existing research indicates that individuals under the age of 22 “have grown up in 

an era of even less scientific uncertainty and greater media attention to climate change” 

(Feldman, Nisbet, Leiserowitz, & Maibach, 2010, p. 14-15) and may therefore be more engaged 

and energized around the issue of climate change than earlier generations (Feldman et al., 2010), 

there is little research focused on individuals under the age of 18. Thus while there may be 
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enough research to draw some conclusions about how college and university aged individuals 

(i.e. 18 to 22 year olds) respond to and engage around the issue of climate change, there is very 

little to substantiate any claims made about those younger than 18 including Emily’s daughter 

and Nathan’s grandchildren. It is possible that when faced with a guilt-appeal pertaining to 

climate change, Emily’s daughter may not take action to mitigate climate change as Emily 

suggested but may instead find herself feeling overwhelmed and/or numbed. In other words, it is 

imperative to remember that individuals respond to information differently and without thorough 

research into a specific generation, it is impossible to draw any sort of conclusion regarding how 

they may or may not respond to climate change communications. 

Considering the Effectiveness of Shirkey’s Campaign 

Drawing parallels: smoking warning labels 

Robert Shirkey adopted the idea for his climate change warning labels from what he 

perceived was the effectiveness of the graphic warning labels on cigarette cartons (Shirkey, 

2013). Without my having informed participants of the origin of Shirkey’s idea, many of the 

participants quickly made the connection between Shirkey’s climate change warning labels and 

smoking warning labels when they saw Shirkey’s sample warning label on the survey. During 

discussions, some of the participants began to draw parallels and/or make comparisons between 

the two types of labeling.  

At no time in the study were participants presented with information regarding the 

effectiveness or ineffectiveness of cigarette warning labels. However, participants not only made 

a connection between the two types of labeling but felt confident speaking to the supposed or 

perceived success and effectiveness of smoking warning labels. It is unlikely that all of these 

participants had a background knowledge of the research into the efficacy of smoking warning 
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labels yet they spoke of them as a success story. For instance, while Aiden shared his comfort 

with the science he believed backed smoking warning labels, he was more skeptical of Shirkey’s 

climate change warning labels (focus group #2). Similarly, William noted that while the smoking 

warning labels were effective, he believed what was more effective were the laws and policy 

changes that accompanied the labels (i.e. restrictions as to where people can smoke) (focus group 

#2).  

Participants’ confidence in warning labels on cigarette packages may stem from the fact 

that “[t]he adverse health effects of tobacco use are well established” (Azagba & Sharaf, 2013, p. 

708). While participants still believe there is conflicting science about climate change despite the 

fact that they all acknowledged that they know and believe it is happening, the participants 

believed that the information about tobacco use leaves less grey areas. Though there is more 

science backing the dangers of smoking now, participants failed to recall that tobacco use went 

through a similar stage of uncertainty as experienced with climate change. The science behind 

smoking and its risks were questioned as were the motivations behind cigarette warning labels 

(Oreskes & Conway, 2010). It is possible that some participants were too young to remember 

this and/or were never smokers and therefore participants were not as in tune to the smoking 

debates.   

However, participants’ confidence in the science surrounding smoking is supported by 

existing research. According to Azagba and Sharaf, “[i]n Canada, smoking is the leading cause of 

premature and preventable mortality” (2013, p. 708). Therefore, in response to “the rising 

smoking epidemic, the WHO [World Health Organization] Framework Convention on Tobacco 

Control (FCTC) require[d] member countries to implement measures aimed at reducing the 

demand for tobacco products” (Azagba & Sharaf, 2013, p. 708).  
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Canada was a leader. In response to Article 11 of the FCTC that recommended the use of 

graphic warning labels on cigarette packages, in 2001 Canada became the first country to enforce 

graphic health warning labels on cigarette packaging (Azagba & Sharaf, 2013). By 2011, 40 

other countries had followed Canada’s lead (Azagba & Sharaf, 2013). Since then, a growing 

body of research studying the efficacy of smoking warning labels has emerged.  

According to that research, graphic warning labels that generate “emotions of fear, 

disgust, or anxiety have a positive impact on quitting, attempting to quit or reducing smoking” 

(Gallopel-Morvan et al., 2011, p. 7). Goodall and Appiah found that despite criticisms that loss-

framed messages (messages that focus on the negative consequences associated with continuing 

or adopting a particular behaviour) on smoking warning labels “cause smokers to avoid 

warnings, and possibly lead to other unanticipated adverse effects” (2008, p. 125), the loss-

framed graphic health warning labels are effective in smoking prevention and cessation efforts 

targeting adolescents (Goodall & Appiah, 2008). Their findings were consistent with many 

studies focused on both Canadian and European samples because they found that loss-framed 

messaging made smoking and cigarettes less attractive to smokers and non-smokers (Goodall & 

Appiah, 2008). It is critical to note that this study also explored the effectiveness of gain-framed 

messages (messages that focus on the positive aspects of abstaining from a particular behaviour) 

and found that these messages were not as effective (Goodall & Appiah, 2008). 

In reviewing previous studies, Azagba and Sharaf noted there was limited evidence based 

on actual smoking behaviour (2013). With that, they used longitudinal data from the Canadian 

National Population Health Survey (NPHS) from 1998 to 2008, which covered pre- and post-

policy periods to assess the efficacy of the graphic smoking warning labels on Canadians’ 

smoking behaviour (Azagba & Sharaf, 2013). Their results were in line with much of the pre-
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existing research. According to their study, the graphic health warning labels had a “statistically 

significant association with lower smoking prevalence and increased quit attempts” (Azagba & 

Sharaf, 2013, p. 715).  

Despite the mass of research pointing to the effectiveness of smoking warning labels, 

there are still a number of questions surrounding them. For instance, there is little in the way of 

research to indicate what the appropriate balance of positive and negative messaging on the 

labels may be; which graphic warnings are the most suitable and/or effective (i.e. health 

messages, social messages, etc.); and the effectiveness of such labels outside of Canada and the 

United States (Gallopel-Morvan et al., 2011). Thus while numerous researchers stand behind the 

labels as being effective, there are still several questions related to what exactly makes them 

effective and what types of messaging might be the most impactful.  

Interestingly, participants’ skepticism of climate science, though not unique, is 

unfounded. The reality is that leading scientific societies and individual climate scientists have 

reached an estimated 97% consensus that human-caused climate change is happening (Myers et 

al., 2015; van der Linden et al., 2014, 2015). Unfortunately, this skepticism amongst the public is 

not unique because the knowledge of a consensus regarding human-caused climate change is not 

yet widespread due in part to struggles regarding how best to communicate this consensus to the 

public (Myers et al., 2015; van der Linden et al., 2014).  

What is clear from both examples – smoking/cigarettes and climate change – is that 

“[p]ublic belief about the level of expert agreement on scientific issues appears to be an 

important factor in acceptance of scientific propositions” (Myers et al., 2015, p. 2) (e.g. humans 

causing climate change, smoking causing lung cancer, etc.). It seems that when it comes to 

climate change, “recognition of a high level of scientific agreement about human-caused climate 
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change predisposes people to be more certain that climate change is happening, human-caused, 

serious, and solvable” (Myers et al., 2015, p. 2). Much like in the case of smoking, knowledge of 

a scientific consensus about climate change could further lead to “greater support for societal 

responses to address climate change, and behavior to encourage societal responses” (Myers et al., 

2015, p. 2). As long as people are under the impression that there is substantial disagreement 

among scientists about climate change, people will remain less convinced and concerned about 

the issue.  

Cigarette warning labels vs. Shirkey’s climate change warning labels. 

A distinct difference between Shirkey’s campaign and the graphic health warning labels 

on cigarette packaging is exposure. According to Azagba and Sharaf, “[a] one-pack-per-day 

smoker is exposed to graphic warnings up to 20 times a day” (2013, p. 708). Even an avid driver 

would not find him/herself in a position where he/she faced Shirkey’s warning labels as many as 

20 times a day. Studies into exposure could help determine whether or not exposure has an 

impact on the effectiveness of the labels and thus whether or not limited exposure could be a 

hindrance to Shirkey’s campaign or whether limited exposure would actually be beneficial in the 

sense that drivers would limit their drive time and need to fuel up as a means of avoiding the 

messaging. 

Similarly, Hammond (2003) shows that “smokers who read, discussed, and thought about 

the warnings at baseline were more likely to have quit, made an attempt, or reduced their 

smoking at three month follow up” (p. 395). While these findings offer support for the efficacy 

of smoking warning labels, they also suggest that discussing the content of the labels relates to 

the overall effectiveness of the labels. While study participants were skeptical of Shirkey’s 

climate change warning labels, they did suggest that if one of the labels were to “plant a seed” 
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and eventually one or more of the labels became a topic of conversation, then the climate change 

warning labels could become that much more effective. 

As mentioned, smoking is the number one cause of “premature and preventable 

mortality” (Azagba & Sharaf, 2013, p. 708) in Canada. Thus smoking is detrimental, and known 

to be detrimental, to human health. This is a fact that the current study’s participants articulated 

(more than once) during the focus groups. Noah articulated:  

[S]moking is something you can quit and live without as difficult as the addiction is. 

Getting around or transportation – you’ve still got to get to work. You can stop smoking 

and get to work but if you don’t gas up your car and you live in Maple Ridge and work in 

Vancouver well that’s a hell of a jog. (focus group #2). 

Noah’s comment highlights that public transportation as a potential alternative to driving was 

dismissed by participants thereby reducing what the participants felt were the chances that 

Shirkey’s climate change warning labels would serve to reduce drive time without a significant 

overhaul to Metro Vancouver’s public transportation system. However, as mentioned earlier, an 

impending transit plebiscite suggests that change may be coming to the region.  

Noah also seemed to be confident speaking on behalf of smokers. Arguably, smoking is a 

physical addiction and is much harder to quit than it is to figure out how to carpool or accept that 

public transportation will take longer. However, given that participants were never asked to 

specify their relationship with smoking (e.g. smoker, nonsmoker, former smoker who 

successfully quit), it is possible that Noah is coming from a place of experience; Noah may be a 

former smoker.  

While I could have included a question in the survey to find out if participants were or 

ever had been smokers, I made a conscious decision not to include such a question about 
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smoking because I did not want to force a connection between cigarette warning labels and 

Shirkey’s climate change warning labels. Instead, I wanted to allow participants to make this 

connection organically (if at all). 

Additionally, Noah recognized the challenge environmental communicators face when it 

comes to eliciting positive behavioural change for climate change mitigation; Noah recognizes 

that the type of behaviour that people have to change to help mitigate climate change may feel 

impossible to change (i.e. due to dependency on vehicles and fossil fuels). As contentious as 

Noah’s comment may be, he sends a clear reminder that the type of change environmental 

communicators are asking for is not going to be easily adopted. The reality is that many people 

are reliant on fuel consumption and vehicles, and many cities have been built to encourage such 

dependencies.  

Study Limitations & Delimitations 

The first limitation of this study was the lack of literature focused on guilt appeals in 

relation to climate change communications to help establish a strong theoretical foundation for 

this study. I strived to compensate for this gap by applying and adapting theoretical concepts 

from the literature on fear and apocalyptic appeals and by drawing on the literature related to 

guilt more broadly. However, as much as this gap in the literature presented a limitation, I also 

found that it was an opportunity to add to my research, and identify, describe and discuss areas 

for further research as well as to explore an area that may have been overlooked.  

Another limitation was generalization. While using focus groups enabled me to hear from 

more people compared to if I had conducted one-on-one interviews, I remained conscious of the 

fact that this study generalizes the responses of the three focus group participants to others.  In 

response to this limitation, I aimed to select candidates with diverse characteristics in terms of 
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gender, profession and education. While participants differed in terms of gender, age and 

profession, it is important to note that findings reveal that all of the participants in this study had 

post-secondary education (i.e. had at least attended trade/vocational school). Therefore, 

individuals without post-secondary education are not represented in this study. However, 

participants’ post-secondary education ranged from trade/vocational school to post-graduate 

degrees and thus still offers some breadth in terms of educational background. 

Additionally, while I could have repurposed the survey as a means to gather data about 

the use of guilt appeals from a larger audience, due to the time and resource limitations I decided 

to limit this study to a survey administered in the focus groups. I am confident that my chosen 

approach provides a wealth of information on this proposed subject and opens the door to further 

research. 

There was also the potential for social desirability response bias especially in relation to 

the use of the Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale. Given that the majority of people like to 

present themselves in a favourable light, they are often reluctant to acknowledge their attributes 

that are negatively valued by general societal norms (e.g. substance abuse or illegal activity) 

(Randall & Fernandes, 1991). Thus with the use of the survey, I ran the risk of participants 

making an effort to conform to social norms by under-reporting their more undesirable activities 

(Randall & Fernandes, 1991) and qualities (i.e. under report guilt susceptibility). With that said, 

it is possible that the 5% of participants who were highly guilt prone (as seen in chapter four) 

could be attributed to a social desirability response bias as participants may have viewed being 

highly guilt prone as a sign of weakness. This may explain why the number of participants who 

were highly guilt prone was considerably lower in this study than the 30% to 40% in Cohen et al. 

(2012) study. Since greater anonymity seems to result in less social desirability response bias, I 
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aimed to reduce the risk of this limitation by ensuring all participants had anonymity. 

Specifically, I ensured that only pseudonyms were put on the surveys (i.e. no real names were 

used); none of the participants were privy to what their pseudonyms were or what pseudonyms 

were being used in the study; all participants were assured that their names would never be 

associated with their findings; and all surveys were completed, collected and put away in my 

laptop case (kept beside me) during the focus groups.  

However, no measure will “completely reduce the influence of a social desirability 

response bias even if a survey is administered in a nonthreatening situation” (Randall & 

Fernandes, 1991, p. 813). Here it is important to note that participants were never told how the 

Guilt and Shame Proneness (GASP) scale worked or how guilt proneness would be calculated. 

Thus while they may have tried to adopt social norms even where they were not necessarily 

truthful, they would not have understood exactly what results those answers would have given 

them. This lack of detail was another measure in an effort to limit social desirability response 

bias. 

Finally, my sampling method may be understood as a limitation. However, I chose this 

method so as to ensure that I moved outside my own networks. While the lists I have access to 

are composed primarily of known environmentalists or environmentally-conscious people, my 

mother’s contacts are much more diverse in terms of their environmental background. I believe 

her contacts offered much more diversity for the sake of this study. Moreover, my mother and I 

ensured that none of her contacts felt pressured or obligated to participate because of her 

relationship to them and we left the fact that I am her daughter out of the invite. While I had to 

use my real name, I used more distant language as I would have with any contact list to ensure 

that there was no direct pressure. 
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Areas for Future Research 

This study shows that guilt appeals have a place in climate change communications. 

Participants not only acknowledged that climate change is happening but many participants also 

acknowledged their belief that people should feel guilty, as they do, for their contributions to 

climate change. Participants expressed a willingness and even a desire to take action and/or 

change their behaviour to help mitigate climate change. However, many participants felt there 

was a gap in that no viable alternatives were provided. Thus, even in the case that the guilt 

appeal worked, they felt as though they were left with no action item. Had the campaign 

provided an easy-to-implement alternative then the majority of participants were more confident 

that they would have adopted the new behaviour or changed their existing behaviour (though 

many were still skeptical of the label’s placement). 

Arguably, Shirkey’s campaign implies that people need to reduce their fuel consumption 

and/or drive less. However, according to participants, this is not realistic in the Metro Vancouver 

region and is much too drastic of a behavioural change especially as a starting point. Participants 

also shared their confusion as to the intent of the label because it did not clearly articulate that 

reducing fuel consumption was the goal.  

Based on this study, the use of guilt appeals can be understood as justified in the realm of 

climate change communications. However, guilt appeals are not the solution to climate change. 

Instead, they should be viewed as a useful tool to draw upon as environmental communicators 

aim to actively engage more people in climate change mitigation. As aforementioned, if paired 

with easy takeaways to help change existing behaviour or adopt new behaviour then such appeals 

and campaigns may be more successful. The bottom line was that the guilt appeals were not 
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called into question so much as the lack of alternatives. Guilt appeals are a useful tool in what 

has to be a much larger toolkit. 

As seen in Shirkey’s campaign, there are individuals and organizations actively using 

guilt appeals and rhetoric to raise awareness of the consequences of climate change. Shirkey’s 

warning labels provided a real world example. Based on feedback and discussion, it is evident 

that there is much that could be done to strengthen such campaigns. Notably, criticism was not 

focused so much on the guilt rhetoric as it was the origin of facts (e.g. where did the percentage 

come from?), need for more personally relevant information and/or images (e.g. tied to human 

needs and solutions); and the placement and/or visibility of the labels (i.e. participants were not 

confident they would even notice the label if it were placed on a fuel pump led alone actually 

take the time to read it).  

I recommend further research into both the use of guilt appeals in climate change 

communications and the effectiveness of Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning labels. 

With a keen interest in language and public understanding, I would like to see research 

conducted through the lens of semantics. This could include some analysis of the words, symbols 

and language used in climate change communications. It could also take the shape of a 

qualitative research study that collects data via interviews or surveys with different members of 

the public. These interviews would aim to uncover how individuals connect with and relate to the 

words and images presented climate change communications materials, perhaps including 

Shirkey’s labels, and how such understandings are reflected in their efforts (or lack of efforts) to 

mitigate climate change. Such a study may help environmental communicators understand what 

personally relevant information is needed to encourage individuals to take the central route and 

thereby make lasting attitudinal and behavioural changes to mitigate climate change. 
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Given the extent to which guilt appeals target individuals, another area of research might 

be to explore self-referencing (i.e. the act of individuals focusing attention on themselves) via a 

qualitative study. Through guilt appeals, individuals are essentially being asked to relate an issue 

to their own life and experiences. They are expected to compare what they see or read in 

advertisements and communications materials to their own lives and assess themselves based on 

what they discover. Individuals are prompted to think about social norms and moral obligations, 

and then consider how they may take action to change or better mimic behaviours. Thus, self-

referencing is induced when guilt appeals prompt individuals to focus attention on themselves in 

respect to a specific advertisement or campaign. It would be interesting to explore these reactions 

in the field of environmental communications and see how people may or may not be persuaded 

and impacted by guilt appeals. This could be done using an experimental research design. 

Youth under the age of 18 seem to be an under-researched group of individuals especially 

in regards to climate change and guilt rhetoric. Youth, education and schools were significant 

themes throughout the focus groups in this study and broad statements were made regarding how 

youth may or may not respond to guilt appeals. It would be beneficial to run a modified version 

of this study for youth to not only give them the opportunity to speak for themselves but also to 

truly see how they respond to guilt appeals in climate change communications.  

Lastly, given the recency of Shirkey’s campaign, it would be useful to conduct further 

studies to explore its effectiveness. Participants flagged that the labels’ placement was confusing 

and likely ineffective so this may be the place to begin. For instance, if and when the labels begin 

to be rolled out in municipalities across Canada, a researcher could speak to consumers at the 

pump and/or follow them over time to see what, if any, long-term changes they make as a result 

of being exposed to the warning labels. 
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Appendix A: Initial Recruiting Email 

Hello, 

My name is Caitlin Hill and I am a graduate student in Environmental Education and 

Communications at Royal Roads University in Victoria BC. I am conducting research on climate 

change communications, and would like to ask you if you would agree to be a research 

participant. 

The purpose of my research is to explore the type of messaging used in a current climate 

change communications campaign. My goal is to listen to participants and understand what they 

think and feel about the campaign, how they think they would respond to the campaign and to 

gather an understanding as to what kinds of messaging might be most effective moving forward. 

If you agree to participate in the research, you will be invited to participate in a focus 

group of 8 to 10 people. At the beginning of the focus group, a survey will be administered to 

collect some preliminary information and then we will enter into an approximately 1 hour 

discussion. The total time will be no more than one and a half hours. I am hoping to conduct 

focus groups in a central location either in Burnaby or in New Westminster at the Quay.  

Are you 19+ with a Class 5 driver’s license who resides in the Metro Vancouver region 

and would be interested in taking part in this study? I would really appreciate your time! If you 

do not qualify based on the research criteria and/or are unable to participate for any other reason, 

that is totally fine.  

If you are interested in participating, please contact me at XXXXXXXX or by phone 

at XXXXXXX.  

I really appreciate your help with this! I will be responding to all participants by email in 

the next two weeks to schedule the focus groups. 

Thank you so much, 

Caitlin 
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Appendix B: Email Invitation to Participate in Focus Groups 

Subject line: Invitation to participate in climate change communications project 

Hello [name], 

My name is Caitlin Hill and I am inviting you to participate in my research project 

on climate change communications.  

I am a Masters student at Royal Roads University in the Environmental Education and 

Communications program, and I am completing this research study as my final project before 

graduating. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by emailing Dr. 

Richard Kool, School of Environment and Sustainability (XXXXXXXX). 

The purpose of my research is to understand how drivers feel about the ways in which 

they are approached about climate change.  I will share a proposed climate change campaign 

with you and ask how you would respond – and make recommendations (if necessary) to 

improve this campaign and climate change communications in general.  

Because you live in the Metro Vancouver region, are 19 or older and have a valid 

Class 5 driver’s license, you are eligible to participate. 

My research methodology includes focus groups. There will be no more than 10 people 

in each group. At the beginning of the focus group you will be asked to complete a short survey 

of 10 to 15 minutes followed by an open discussion that will last approximately one hour.  The 

total time involved will be no more than 1.5 hours.   

My intent is to run the focus group as soon as all participants have been recruited and 

schedules allow for it. 

The information you provide in the survey and in the focus group discussions will be 

summarized in my thesis. Your personal information will not appear in any documentation, and 

at no time will any specific comments be attributed to you without the use of a code name 

different from your real name. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. A copy of my 

final thesis will be kept at Royal Roads University and will be publicly accessible. Additionally, I 

hope to share my final results with interested environmental education and communications 

professionals.  

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, 

you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice, and any information collected up to that 
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time will be destroyed at your request. Similarly, if you choose not to participate, this will also be 

kept confidential.  

If you are interested in participating in my research, please complete the following poll 

online indicating when you would be available to participate in a focus group: [inserted Doodle 

link here].  

The poll will close Friday, November 14th, 2014. 

Please do not forward this email. Please contact me if you have any questions, comments, 

concerns or wish to put me in touch with someone you think might be interested in participating 

in my research. 

Thank you, 

Caitlin Hill 
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Appendix C: Moderator Interview Guide 

Date: November 26th, November 27th and December 1st 

Roles: Moderator – Caitlin  

 Collect and ensure completion of consent forms 

 Facilitate discussion 

 Administer survey 

 Monitor and handle interruptions 

 Set up and operate audio recording equipment 

 Take comprehensive notes throughout including a list of the order in which participants 

speak 

Materials:  

 Survey 

 Pens for participants 

 Laptop  

 Audio recorder 

 Time piece 

 Registration materials: name tents, pens and consent forms 

Schedule  

1. Introduce myself as moderator and researcher: I will be guiding the discussion, and I am 

here to listen. Explain that I am the principal researcher and moderator and will be taking 

notes and operating the audio equipment.  

2. Purpose of the session: The pupose of my research is to explore climate change 

communications. As an environmental communications professional, I am interested in 

how to best communicate large-scale environmental issues such as climate change. The 

reality is that climate change is a challenging issue to communicate and it continues to 

stump many members of the environmental community. I want to begin to unpack why 

this is and explore what works and what does not work in terms of types of messaging. 

3. Why you are here: I am very excited that you are all here, and you have been selected 

because you are Metro Vancouver residents at least 19 or older with a valid Class 5 

driver’s license who expressed an interest in participating in these focus groups. I am 

looking forward to your varied perspectives. I  am not here looking for a specific answer 

but am taking an exploratory approach and welcome a wealth of perspectives.  
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4. Some things to consider to guide this discussion. I will be leading this session with some 

questions, but I am really here to listen. This is a discussion, or conversation, amongst 

yourselves. I ask simply that only one person speaks at a time, and that there are no side 

conversations. Now with groups like this, there are always those who talk a lot and those 

who do not say as much. I really do want to hear from all of you: so from time to time I 

may create an opportunity for those who have not spoken in a while to speak if they so 

wish. Please do not feel bad about it – it is just my way of making sure we get through 

this discussion with everyone having a chance to speak.  

5. Confidentiality: We are using first names, but no names will be used in the transcriptions 

or reporting. You are assured confidentiality from me, and I ask all of you to respect this 

as well. This means that the discussion and participants’ thoughts and perspectives should 

not be shared with others outsides of the focus group in a way that might identify focus 

group participants. 

6. Free to withdraw: I want to remind you if you are ever uncomfortable for any reason, you 

are free to withdraw from this process at any time. Know that your withdrawal will not 

adversely affect the outcome of my research.   

Survey [15 – 20 min] 

  Before we start our discussion, I ask that you please take a few minutes to complete this 

survey. Please be totally honest. I will not be sharing the results of this survey with your fellow 

participants and as promised, code names will be used in the final report. The results of this 

survey will aid in the analysis of focus group discussions. 

Discussion [1.5 hours] 

Purpose: To understand how you feel about the kind of climate change communications 

present in this study. I want to know how you feel about it, what you think about it and how you 

honestly believe you would respond if you encountered this label in your everyday life. What do 

you think the goal of this label is? What do you think the messaging is in the label? Is it 

effective? How so? If not, what are some forms of communication or messaging you believe 

would be effective? I am looking for honest answers. 

Debrief and Summary [30 min] 



GUILT APPEALS IN CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION 128 

1. I will provide a brief summary of what was discussed, and ask if it is accurate [5-10 min]. 

Comments? Amendments? Corrections? Any final advice? 

2. I will share my interest in guilt communications. Much of climate change 

communications rely on negative emotional appeals. The example label featured in this 

survey exemplifies this. However, while there has been research into the use of 

apocalyptic and fear narratives in climate change communications, guilt appeals have not 

been as thoroughly explored. My intent in this study is to discover how people might 

respond to such appeals [5 min]. 

3. Thank you so much for doing this! How did it feel to be part of this session? [5 min] 

4. Debrief on where the project goes from here [10 min] 

Analysis and reporting: All participants will be given the opportunity to read my 

thesis upon its completion. Please contact me in the summer 2015 if you wish to 

read the final product or summary materials. 

5. Any final questions? [5 min] 

Thank you! 
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Appendix D: Research Consent Form 

My name is Caitlin Hill and this research project is part of the requirement for a Masters’ 

Degree in Environmental Education and Communications at Royal Roads University. My 

credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by emailing Dr. Richard Kool, 

School of Environment and Sustainability (XXXXXXXXX). 

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my Master’s research project 

about Climate Change Communications. The purpose of my research is to investigate climate 

change communications. 

You have agreed to participate in a single focus groups that will involve a 10 to 15 minute 

survey and a discussion that will take approximately one hour. There will be approximately 8 

participants in your focus group, aged 19 and older. I will facilitate the discussion.  

The focus groups will be audio-recorded, and data collected will be presented in my final 

report. At no time in my thesis or any subsequent conference presentations or publications will 

any specific comments be attributed to you unless an alias is used. The alias will be used to 

protect your anonymity, and all documentation will be kept strictly confidential.  

However, as a researcher, I cannot ensure complete anonymity because of the nature of a 

focus group. Participants will be sharing information about their experiences, thoughts, feelings 

and views, and will be asked to keep all information confidential and anonymous, but it is 

impossible to completely control the sharing of information disclosed to others in the group. A 

copy of the final report will be housed at Royal Roads University and will be publicly accessible. 

You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at anytime without prejudice, and any data collected will 

not be used without your permission. Similarly, if you choose not to participate, this information 

will also be maintained in confidence. 

Refreshments will be provided and you will receive a $10 Starbucks gift card upon 

arrival. If you choose to withdraw from the study, the gift card remains yours to keep. 

All participants will be given the opportunity to review my interpretation of the focus 

group discussion. This will be an opportunity for you to ensure that I have accurately represented 

your experiences and views in my report. Please contact me in the summer 2015 if you wish to 

review this material. 
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Should you have any questions, I am available to answer them in person after the focus 

group, by phone (XXXXXXX) or by email (XXXXXXX). 

By signing this letter, you give free and informed consent to participate in the project and 

have your participation audio recorded. 

Name (please print): ____________________________________ 

Signed: ________________________________ 

Date: _________________ 

Age: __________________ 

 

Signed, Researcher: ________________________________ 
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Appendix E: Survey 

Survey 

Section A:  

1. Gender: 

 Male 

 Female 

 Trans 

 Other: _______________ 

 

2. Age: 

 19-24 

 25-34 

 35-44 

 45-54 

 55-64 

 65+ 

*You must be at least 19 to participate in this survey. 

 

3. Employment (Check as many as apply): 

 Advertising, Communications & Marketing 

 Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing 

 Airlines & Aerospace 

 Arts & Entertainment 

 Automotive 

 Business & Logistics 

 Construction, Machinery & Homes 

 Education 

 Finance & Financial Services 

 Government  

 Health Care, Social Assistance & Pharmaceuticals  

 Homemaker 

 Insurance 
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 Journalism 

 Legal Services 

 Manufacturing 

 Nonprofit 

 Real Estate 

 Religious 

 Retail 

 Retired 

 Scientific or Technical Services 

 Student 

 Telecommunications, Technology, Internet & Electronics 

 Transportation 

 Unemployed 

 Utilities, Energy & Extraction 

 Other: ________________ 

 
 

4. Education: 

 Some secondary school 

 Secondary school/GED 

 Vocational/trade school 

 Some college/associate degree 

 Four year degree 

 Post-graduate degree 

 

 Other: ________________  
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Section B: 

Please read through the following questions and/or statements and answer based on the 

following Likert scale: 

1 

Very 

unwilling/Strongly 

disagree 

2 

Fairly 

unwilling/Fairly 

strongly disagree 

3 

Undecided 

4 

Fairly 

willing/Fairly 

strongly agree 

5 

Very 

willing/Strongly 

agree 

 

_____ 1. How willing would you be to pay higher prices in order to protect the environment? 

_____ 2. How willing would you be to pay much higher taxes in order to protect the 

environment? 

_____ 3. How willing would you be to accept cuts in your standard of living in order to protect 

the environment? 

_____ 4. I do what is right for the environment, even when it costs more money or takes more 

time. 

_____ 5. Modern science will solve our environmental problems with little change to our way 

of living.  

_____ 6. We worry too much about the future of the environment and not enough about prices 

and jobs. 

_____ 7. People worry too much about human progress harming the environment. 

_____ 8. In order to protect the environment the country needs economic growth. 

_____ 9. It is just too difficult for someone like me to do much about the environment.  

_____ 10. Almost everything we do in modern life harms the environment. 

_____ 11. Economic growth almost always harms the environment. 

 

Section C:  

In this section of the survey you will read about situations that people are likely to 

encounter in day-to-day life, followed by common reactions to these situations. As you read each 

scenario, try to imagine yourself in that situation. Then indicate the likelihood that you would 

react in the way described. 

 

1 

Very unlikely 

2 

Unlikely 

3 

Slightly 

unlikely 

4 

About 50% 

likely 

5 

Slightly 

likely 

6 

Likely 

7 

Very likely 

_____ 1.  After realizing you have received too much change at a store, you decide to keep it 

because the salesclerk doesn’t notice. What is the likelihood that you would feel comfortable 

about keeping the money?  

_____ 2.  You are privately informed that you are the only one in your group that did not make 

the honor society because you skipped too many days of school. What is the likelihood that 

this would lead you to become more responsible about attending school? 
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_____ 3.  You reveal a friend’s secret, though your friend never finds out. What is the 

likelihood that your failure to keep the secret would lead you to exert extra effort to keep 

secretes in the future? 

_____ 4.  You secretly do something illegal. What is the likelihood that you would feel 

remorse about breaking the law? 

_____ 5.  You strongly defend a point of view in a discussion, and though nobody was aware 

of it, you realize that you were wrong. What is the likelihood that this woul dmake you think 

more carefully before you speak? 

_____6.   At a co-worker’s housewarming party, you spill red wine on their new cream-

colored carpet. You cover the stain with a chair so that nobody notices your mess. What is the 

likelihood that you would feel that the way you acted was pathetic? 

_____ 7.  While discussing a heated subject with friends, you suddenly realize you are 

shouting though nobody seems to notice. What is the likelihood that you would try to act more 

considerately toward your friends? 

_____ 8.  You lie to people but they never find out about it. What is the likelihood that you 

would feel terrible about the lies you told? 

Climate Change: 

1. How concerned are you about climate change? 

 Not at all concerned 

 Not very concerned 

 A little concerned 

 Somewhat concerned 

 Very concerned 

 

2. How important is the issue of climate change to you personally? 

 Not at all important  

 Not too important 

 Somewhat important 

 Very important  

 Extremely important  
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Section D: Imagine…   

You have just pulled up to a fuel pump at your local gas station. Your fuel tank is almost 

empty; gas is $1.20 a litre and you have enough money to fill your tank. Upon reaching for the 

fuel nozzle, you see this: 

 

Photo 1:  

 

Image has been removed due to copyright restrictions.  

 

The original image shows a person’s hand holding a fuel nozzle as he/she gasses up 

his/her vehicle. One of Robert Shirkey’s climate change warning labels is seen on the nozzle. 

The specific warning label includes a photo of a caribou and its young with the following 

message below it: “WARNING: Use of this fuel product contributes to climate change which 

may put up to 30% of species at a likely risk of extinction.”  

 

From Our Horizon. (2013). Untitled image of sample climate change warning label on 

fuel pump from the #16yearsleft image collection. Retrieved September 1, 2014 

from http://ourhorizon.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/OurHorizon_16yearsleft.pdf. 

 

Photo 2: 

Image has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 

The original image is a close up of the same label showcased in the first photo (Our 

Horizon, 2013). The warning label includes a photo of a caribou and its young with the following 

message below it: “WARNING: Use of this fuel product contributes to climate change which 

may put up to 30% of species at a likely risk of extinction.” 

 

From Our Horizon. (2015). Untitled image of sample climate change warning label 

depicting a caribou. Retrieved September 1, 2014 from http://www.ourhorizon.org 

 

 

  

http://ourhorizon.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/OurHorizon_16yearsleft.pdf
http://www.ourhorizon.org/
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Please mark how full you would fill your fuel tank. 

 
 

Please explain why you put this quantity of gas into your car: 
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Appendix F: Environmental Concern  

 
Percentage 

Very 

Unwilling/

Strongly 

Disagree 

n=20 

Percentage 

Fairly 

Unwilling/

Fairly 

Strongly 

Disagree 

n=20 

Percentage 

Undecided 

n=20 

Percentage 

Fairly 

Willing/Fairly 

Strongly 

Agree n=20 

Percentage Very 

Willing/Very 

Strongly Agree 

n=20 

We worry too 

much about the 

future of the 

environment and 

not enough about 

prices and jobs. 

(percent strong 

and fairly strong 

disagreement) 

 

30% 
 

60% 

 

5% 

 

5% 

 

0% 

People worry too 

much about 

human progress 

harming the 

environment. 

(percent strong 

and fairly strong 

disagreement) 

 

30% 
 

55% 

 

0% 

 

15% 

 

 

0% 

How willing 

would you be to 

pay much higher 

prices in order to 

protect the 

environment? 

(percent very and 

fairly willing) 

 

0% 
 

10% 

 

10% 

 

60% 

 

20% 

It is just too 

difficult for 

someone like me 

to do much about 

the environment 

(percent strong 

and fairly strong 

disagreement) 

 

20% 
 

60% 

 

5% 

 

15% 

 

0% 
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I do what is right 

for the 

environment, 

even when it 

costs more 

money or takes 

more time. 

(percent very and 

fairly willing) 

 

0% 
 

5% 

 

20% 

 

65% 

 

10% 

Modern science 

will solve our 

environmental 

problems with 

little change to 

our way of 

living. (percent 

strong and fairly 

strong 

disagreement) 

 

15% 
 

50% 

 

10% 

 

25% 

 

0% 

How willing 

would you be to 

pay much higher 

taxes in order to 

protect the 

environment? 

(percent very and 

fairly willing) 

 

5% 
 

10% 

 

25% 

 

45% 

 

15% 

How willing 

would you be to 

accept cuts in 

your standard of 

living in order to 

protect the 

environment? 

(percent very and 

fairly willing) 

 

0% 
 

15% 

 

55% 

 

30% 

 

0% 

In order to 

protect the 

environment the 

country needs 

economic 

growth. (percent 

10% 
 

15% 

 

25% 

 

45% 

 

5% 
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strong and fairly 

strong 

disagreement) 

 

 

 


