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Preface
It is in Wageningen University that my ingenuous natural scientist mind was confronted to the
field of social sciences for the first time. In fact, my master in Environmental Sciences subtly
spurred me towards a field which I believe would be called the “science-policy interface”. I
learned to see the bigger picture: science alone doesn’t make a change. It is only through the
cooperation of scientists with policymakers, and in accordance with the society, that
environmental pressures of paramount importance can be tackled. And here comes the essence:
communication.
On my path towards finding a thesis topic, I eventually ended up in the office of Dr.ir. Arnold
van Vliet, who took a noble amount of time to attentively listen to my background and visions.
Meanwhile, he had masterminded a topic that would incorporate and link interests from both
parties: intergovernmental processes, biodiversity, communication, and public involvement.
Coming out of the office, I felt relieved and challenged at the same time; a new and important
time of my life had just commenced.
In fact, this thesis pursues a clear objective, namely, to contribute to the headway of a new
initiative of the United Nations: The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). In this respect, I kept motivated throughout the
entire process and the obstacles I encountered incited me to be even more persistent in reaching
my objectives. However, this study wouldn’t have been possible without the support, guidance
and the participation of many people.
I would first of all like to acknowledge the invaluable support of my first supervisor, Dr.ir.
Arnold van Vliet, who reassured me in difficult moments and who helped me to get on the right
track. I would like to equally acknowledge the assistance of my second supervisor, Dr. Bob
Mulder, who was unfailing in giving advices when needed and particularly, in giving me an
understanding on social sciences approaches. Many thanks also for the numerous comments,
reviews and feedback from both supervisors. Furthermore, I would like to thank Dr. Rob
Alkemade, for his precious help in getting in touch in IPBES, as well as for his most significant
input.
My next appreciation goes to all IPBES staff who helped me during my study. I would like to
thank Dr. Anne Larigauderie and Sascha Strobel for making sure that I would gain access to
the IPBES headquarters during MEP and Bureau Meetings in June 2016, and for providing me
an office for conducting interviews. My greatest thanks also to all IPBES experts who granted
me interviews albeit their most tight time schedules: Prof. Sir Robert Watson, Dr. Rodrigo
Medellin, Dr. Floyd Homer, Dr. Brigitte Baptiste, Prof. Sebsebe Demissew, Prof. Marie
Stenseke, Prof. Unai Pascual, Dr. Saw Leng Guan, Prof. Yoshihisa Shirayama, Dr. Rob
Alkemade, Dr. Günay Erpul, Dr. Yi Huang, Dr. Jean Bruno Mikissa, Dr. Vinod Mathur, Tamar
Pataridze and Voahangy Raharimalala. Nonetheless, I would like to thank all the respondents
who took the time to fill in my survey.
Lastly, I would like to thank all member of the Environmental Systems Analysis department
for their assistance, as well as my family and friends, for their love and encouragements, and
for reminding me to keep on smiling no matter what.
Amandine John-Herpin, Wageningen, 18th September 2016
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Summary
The central issue in this study is biodiversity loss. It is a global issue because populations of
animal and plant species have diminished substantially over the past decades, but it is also a
societal issue as humans rely on biodiversity and their ecosystem services. To assess
biodiversity loss, several international policy initiatives have been established. However, recent
assessments showed that all major pressures are increasing rendering the policies ineffective.
This ineffectiveness of biodiversity policies is, according to scholars, caused by a
communication gap between scientists and policymakers. To bridge this gap, a new initiative
was launched in 2012: The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IPBES). IPBES is not only promising because it wants to strengthen the
science-policy interface, but also because it aims at involving the public as both an informationreceiver and an information-provider by expressing the will to involve ‘indigenous and local
knowledge’ (ILK) into assessments.
For IPBES to achieve its objectives, a fourth agent next to science, policy and society needs to
be considered: the media. The media does not only have a strong and direct influence on
policymakers through its agenda-setting function, but it also influences the society, which in
turn, indirectly influences policymakers. The concept of media attention comprises the indirect
way of scientists reaching out to the general public through mass media, whereas societal
publications represent the direct way of scientists reaching out to the general public by
performing public communication activities. Considering the sharp decline of biodiversity,
efforts should be made by IPBES to achieve its ambitions. However, it is questionable if IPBES
is adequately equipped for reaching out to the public, as media attention is not systematically
present in and around IPBES. Furthermore, surveys and literature have demonstrated that
scientists generally do not actively perform public communication.
Therefore, this study aims to explore and assess the role of media attention and societal
publications in reaching the IPBES objective on public involvement, and in helping IPBES to
have an impact on both the society and policymaking. A literature review was undertaken to
answer how could media attention stimulate public involvement. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 16 IPBES members to assess what kind of public involvement does IPBES
aim for and how do IPBES members value media attention and societal publications to enhance
public involvement. Finally, a questionnaire was conducted among IPBES staff to determine
the involvement and motivation of IPBES members. Finally, all results were synthesised to
provide recommendations on IPBES’ communication strategy and public involvement.
The literature review demonstrated that, overall, media attention can stimulate public
involvement in environmental issues. Newspapers and the internet were most effective for
stimulating public involvement in science. However, messages should highlight personal
benefits of participants to ensure long-term participation. All media types stimulate public
involvement in environmental policymaking because they increase the public’s political
knowledge. Interestingly, negative news was found to potentially result in more public
involvement. Both mass media and internet are influential in stimulating public sphere
environmentalism, but individuals’ environmental beliefs, risk perceptions and self-efficacy
can interfere with the extent to which those channels enhance public involvement. Finally, all
media types stimulated private sphere environmentalism, but social pressure provoked by
family, neighbours and peers likely had a potentially larger influence on individuals to act
environmental friendly.
II

The interviews with IPBES members showed that its ILK objective encompasses the knowledge
held by highly local and indigenous communities, who possess special knowledge through their
close interactions with nature. A majority of interviewees qualifies the role of media attention
and societal publications in reaching the ILK objective as (very) important. This can, for
example, be achieved through the use of radio or local newspapers. However, more sceptical
experts questioned the availability and skills of media in dealing with ILK holders and, more
importantly, whether ILK holders have access to media.
Media attention and societal publications were perceived as crucial in enhancing the impact of
IPBES on both the society and policymaking. Specifically, media attention helps to make the
public aware of IPBES and its assessments, in informing and educating them on biodiversity
issues, in enhancing acceptance for the implementation of future conservation policies and,
finally, in influencing public behaviour. Media synthesises information and affects
policymaking. This creates urgency about biodiversity issues and pressures policymakers to
act. Societal publications play a role in spreading awareness about IPBES and biodiversity
issues, in keeping the visibility of those issues, in increasing the comprehensibility and
credibility of conveyed messages, and in promoting discussions among civil society.
The questionnaire showed that the attitude of IPBES members towards public communication
is positive, as most of them recognize its importance. Their perceived control over public
communication is relatively high. However, the subjective norm on public communication
within IPBES was low. This could explain why results on the actual behaviour of public
communication indicated that half of the respondents never communicate to the public and that
the other half mostly performs communication activities only once a year or a few times per
year.
To enhance the impact of IPBES, IPBES should raise the awareness about its existence by
making use of media attention and societal publications but also by piggy-backing on other
popular entities of the United Nations. Communication experts should also be systematically
involved. To increase the social pressure on public communication among IPBES scientists,
standardised material aimed at public communication could be developed and provided together
with a general media training for IPBES members. Making use of the tremendous network of
IPBES scientists and increasing their bottom-up communication could be an effective way to
rapidly raise the awareness about IPBES and its assessments. I recommend to IPBES scientists,
in particular, to increase the frequency of communication activities about their research, to link
their stories to IPBES in order to gain international visibility, and to make regular use of social
media.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Biodiversity loss: A global and societal issue
The central issue of concern in this study is biodiversity. The term biodiversity was coined in
1986 for the “National Forum on BioDiversity” conference in Washington DC (Takacs, 1996).
It is a contraction of “biological diversity” and is defined as the variability among living
organisms from all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems
and the ecological complexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within species,
between species and of ecosystems (CBD, 1992).
Biodiversity has declined significantly over the past four decades. Specifically, this means that
populations of animal and plant species have diminished. For example, vertebrates, habitat
specialist birds, shorebirds, mangroves, seagrass beds, coral reefs showed negative population
trends in the past (Butchart, et al., 2010). Likewise, the extent of (natural) forests declined
significantly in many parts of the world (FAO, 2015). The causes for those declines are amongst
others, the conversion of forests into agricultural land, acidification, forestry, waste disposal
and fishery (Watt, et al., 2007).
Humans rely on ‘ecosystem services’ which are directly linked to biodiversity (MA, 2005).
These ecosystem services can be grouped in three different types: provisioning services,
regulating services and cultural services. Provisioning services involve the direct provision of
both material and non-material goods, such as food, timber and medicines, and are associated
directly with the presence of particular plant and animal species. Regulating services arise from
the functioning of ecosystem processes. For example, climate regulation through carbon
sequestration; water flow regulation; pollination; pest control maintenance of fertility of soils
and the regulation of water quality. Finally, ecosystems provide cultural services such as
education, recreation and inspiration which are important for human well-being (Cardinale, et
al., 2012; Díaz, Fargione, Chapin III, & Tilman, 2006).
There is an emerging trend of consensus of scientists claiming that impacts of biodiversity loss
on ecosystem functions might be sufficiently large to rival the impacts of many other global
drivers of environmental change (Cardinale, et al., 2012). Two recent studies concluded that
the impacts of species loss on primary productivity are of comparable magnitude to the impacts
of e.g. drought, ultraviolet radiation, climate warming, ozone, acidification and elevated
atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations (Hooper, et al., 2012; Tilman, Reich, & Forest,
2012).

1.2. International policymaking and the biodiversity issue
Until now, several international policy initiatives have been established to reduce biodiversity
loss. The most important ones are the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) which entered
into force in 1993 and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD)
which was established in 1994 (CBD, 2016; UNCCD, 2012). In addition to those initiatives
directly targeting biodiversity, several others mention biodiversity in their secondary goals. For
instance, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its
instruments, such as the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), also require biodiversity
consideration (Brown, Adger, Boyd, Corbera-Elizalde, & Schackley, 2004). More recently, the
United Nations formulated 17 sustainable development goals among which the 15th goal is to
“protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage
1

forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss“
(UN, 2015).
However, the target to which world leaders have committed through the CBD in 2002 “to
achieve a significant reduction of the current rate of biodiversity loss by 2020” has not been
reached. The third Global Biodiversity Outlook concluded that all major pressures such as the
loss of natural habitats, nitrogen and phosphorus pollution, ocean acidification, overexploitation
of biological resources, and climate change are increasing (CBD, 2014). Also Butchart et al.
(2010) concluded after analysing 31 indicators of biodiversity loss, that except for some local
successful cases, the declining process doesn’t seem to be slowing. In 2010 a new set of targets,
more directly focussing on the drivers of biodiversity loss, was proposed to diminish
biodiversity loss. The mid-term evaluation shows that, despite effective responses, the decline
is expected to continue in the near future, and will only diminish if significant changes in
agricultural practice, forestry, fisheries and consumption (e.g. energy) are being enforced
(CBD, 2014; Kok, et al., 2014; Leadley, et al., 2014; Tittensor, et al., 2014).
According to scholars, the main cause for the ineffectiveness of nowadays biodiversity policy
making is the communication gap between scientists and policymakers (Cardinale, et al., 2012;
Norton, 1998; Spierenburg, 2012). Although scientists used to inform policymakers about their
alarming findings, the latter did not take action to conserve biodiversity because the findings
ignored their importance to society and thus were not addressing the issues that policymakers
directly encountered (Spierenburg, 2012). Next, the scientific information didn’t support policy
formulation and implementation. Altogether, the scientific information was not policy relevant
(Perrings, Duraiappah, Larigauderie, & Mooney, 2001).

1.3. A promising initiative: The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform for
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES)
To provide scientific information in response to requests from policymakers and to assess the
state of biodiversity and of the ecosystem services it provides to society, a new initiative was
launched in 2012 in Panama by 100 governments: The Intergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). Currently, 124 governments are
members of IPBES and over one thousand scientists are voluntarily contributing to its work
(IPBES, 2015). In addition to the clear science-policy oriented philosophy of IPBES, the
platform is also promising because of its ambitions in involving the public. Both ambitions are
elaborated in what follows.
1.3.1. Strengthening the science-policy interface
IPBES recognizes the gap between scientists and policymakers and formulates its main mission
accordingly: “to strengthen the science-policy interface for biodiversity and ecosystem services
for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, long-term human well-being and
sustainable development” (IPBES, 2015). For that purpose, IPBES ensures that its mechanisms
are recognized by both the scientific and policy communities through processes such as reviews
and critical evaluations (IPBES, 2015). With good cause, IPBES can be considered as a
promising initiative to bridge the science-policy gap (Redford, Groves, Medellin, & Robinson,
2012).
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1.3.2. Public involvement
Furthermore, IPBES is an innovative initiative as it also embraces participatory and
multidisciplinary processes throughout its work. This not only means that different scientific
disciplines and policy oriented stakeholders are involved, but also “civil society at different
levels, and their different knowledge systems (western science, indigenous, local and
practitioners’ knowledge)” (Díaz, et al., 2015). According to Turnhout et al. (2012), engaging
citizens, civic organisations and local knowledge in IPBES assessments is key to building trust,
enhancing the credibility and building awareness of biodiversity issues; in fact, it is key for
IPBES to be deemed successful.
Taking the global assessment on which IPBES is currently working as an example of a concrete
assessment, two objectives related to the involvement of the general public stand out:
1) civil society as an information-receiver by stating: “The global assessment will address
a range of stakeholders in the public and private sectors and civil society. The findings and
key messages of the global assessment will be presented to a broad audience as outlined in
the Platform’s communication strategy […] The information will be widely disseminated,
including (but not exclusively) by making use of new information and communication
technologies” and “the target audiences to be addressed include groups such as civil society:
households, consumers, community groups, environmental and human development nongovernmental organizations, indigenous people and local communities” (IPBES, 2016);
2) the general public as an information-provider by stating: “the global assessment will be
based on existing data, published scientific and grey literature […] and other information,
including indigenous and local knowledge systems […]. Experts involved in the global
assessment will work closely with the task force on indigenous and local knowledge
systems to ensure that the multiple sources of knowledge are drawn upon using indigenous
and local knowledge procedures” (IPBES, 2016).

1.4. Communicating to the general public
If IPBES wants to achieve its ambitions regarding the strengthening of the science-policy
interface, as well as its objectives related to public involvement, I argue that a fourth agent (next
to science, policy and society) needs to be considered: the media. According to Manheim and
Pratt (1986), the media does not only have a strong and direct influence on policy but it rather
acts on policymakers through the intervention of the public; the media agenda influences the
public agenda, which in turn, influence the making of policy. Also Castells (2008) claims that
engaging with civil society through the media is fundamental for intergovernmental institutions
to foster social change. Thus, IPBES should not only directly address policy makers, but also
society, directly, or indirectly via the media (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Communication ways of science, media and society towards policy.
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In this study, the communication of the scientific community towards civil society is expressed
as two concepts: 1) media attention as the indirect way that scientific information reaches the
general public through mass media, and 2) societal publications as the direct way of scientists
communicating the general public by performing several public communication activities. The
concepts are defined in more detail in the theoretical framework (see Section 2.1 and Section
2.2).

1.5. Problem statement
Considering the sharp decline of biodiversity, efforts should be made by IPBES to achieve its
ambitions regarding the strengthening of the science-policy interface, as well as the
achievement of its objectives regarding public involvement. However, it is questionable if
IPBES is adequately equipped for reaching out to the public. In fact, experts criticised that
social sciences and humanities are under-represented: they currently represent less than one
tenth of the IPBES expert groups. According to recommendations, they should play a greater
role in IPBES assessments (Vadrot, Jetzkowitz, & Stringer, 2016). Additionally, Turnhout et
al. (2012) suggested nine rules of engagement for IPBES. Amongst others, they claim that the
expert panel should “work with trusted civic organizations and networks at the interface of
science, citizens, business and culture” and “operate […] as global coordinator of a distributed
network that can be sensitive to local knowledge, needs and conditions”.
Furthermore, it is presently unexplored how IPBES values the role of communication and
subsequently, if communication towards civil society is exerted to a sufficient extent. Although
the first thematic assessment of IPBES, the pollination report, reached international media
attention, media attention is not systematically present in and around IPBES. Likewise, it is
unclear to what extent IPBES scientists produce societal publications as scaling up societal
communication is likely to be a challenge for many scientists and scientific organisations.
Previous surveys and literature demonstrate that scientists do not actively communicate with
the media, and thus, do not systematically reach the general public (BBSRC, 2014; Bentley &
Svein, 2011; Pew Research Center, 2009; Royal Society, 2006; TNS, 2015). A survey
conducted among researchers of the Wageningen University and Research Center in December
2015 showed that more than 55% out of 181 respondents did not engage in public
communication1 in the past two years (Swart, 2015). Results of this study indicate that time
constraints are the most frequent limiting factors for scientists to communicate.

1.6. Research objective and research questions
The main objective of this study is to explore and assess the role of media attention and societal
publications in reaching the IPBES objective on public involvement, and in helping IPBES to
have an impact on both the society and policymaking. To achieve this objective, the following
research questions are formulated:
RQ 1 How could media attention stimulate public involvement in environmental issues?
RQ 2 What kind of public involvement does IPBES aim for?

1

Public communication: e.g. publishing a press release, giving an interview for a newspaper, writing for a
newspaper, appearing on television etc.
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RQ 3 How do IPBES members value media attention and societal publications for IPBES
to have an impact on both the society and policymaking, and more specifically, for
reaching the objective on public involvement?
RQ 4 How involved are IPBES members in public communication and what are the
motivating and limiting factors influencing their public communication behaviour?
RQ 5 What recommendations could be given to IPBES regarding their communication
strategy and their public involvement objective?

1.7. Outline of the study
In order to understand the main concepts used within this study, and to be able to relate results
to theoretical approaches, the study begins with a theoretical framework which is defined in
Chapter 2. Chapter 3 elaborates on the methods used for answering the research questions; a
literature review, semi-structured interviews and a survey questionnaire. The results obtained
by each of the methods are presented in the same order. First, Chapter 4 presents the results of
the literature review and gives examples on how media attention can stimulate public
involvement in environmental issues. After having pointed out the value of media for public
involvement according to literature, the study turns towards the perception of IPBES members
on public involvement and the corresponding role of media. Chapter 5 enlightens upon the
IPBES’ public involvement objective - the “indigenous and local knowledge” objective – and
shows diverse opinions of IPBES members on the role of media in reaching it. In contrast,
Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 demonstrate more homogenous opinions of IPBES members about the
role of media attention and societal publications for IPBES to have an impact on both the society
and policymaking. After having assessed the importance of communication according to IPBES
members, Chapter 8 reveals their actual public communication behaviour by presenting the
results of the survey questionnaire. Finally, Chapter 9 addresses several points of discussion
and Chapter 10 concludes the main findings of the study, and lastly, formulates direct
recommendations to IPBES in how to enhance public communication and public involvement
around the platform.

5

2. Theoretical framework
To be able to relate findings to theory, this chapter presents the main concepts and theory used
within this study. First, the concept of media attention is operationalised. Second, the concept
of societal publications is defined. Next, the concept of public involvement is elaborated for
both IPBES assessments and environmental issues in general. Finally, the theory of planned
behaviour is explained in view to defining the concept of public communication behaviour.

2.1. Media attention
The concept of media attention is used to answer RQ 3. Media attention is a concept comprising
various communication channels, including television, newspapers, the internet, radio or
magazines (Koopmans, 2004). Some scholars operationalise media attention as a matter of
gaining coverage or not (e.g. Boydstun, Hardy, & Walgrave, 2014; Bernier, Ligier, Guillemot,
& Watier, 2013). Others view media attention as the prominence of media coverage. Indicators
of prominence would include for example the placement of an article, its length or the inclusion
of pictures or graphics (as cited in Andrews & Caren, 2010). Altogether, media attention can
be defined as the amount and prominence of coverage that an actor, event, or issue receives
from communication channels (Andrews & Caren, 2010). However, Mazur (2009) argues that
when talking about media attention of environmental issues, quantity and saliency of coverage
is more important than the actual content. Furthermore, Hansen (2011) argues that the study of
media coverage is an essential starting point if the aim of a research is to reconnect media
content with its implications for public engagement. In the study presented here media attention
equals coverage (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Operationalisation of media attention

2.2. Societal publications
In contrast to media attention, societal publications are initiated and/or produced by scientists
themselves. They encompass a variety of publication types such as newspaper articles,
television appearances, presentations for non-academic audiences, educational projects for
6

schools, exhibitions, websites, collaborations with museums and social media. Compared to the
production of scientific publications in peer-reviewed scientific journals, the production of
societal publications is not highly prioritized by scientists. Furthermore, existing methods to
quantify the impact of peer-reviewed publications don’t give insight into their societal impact
and more generally, there is a lack of standardised methods to recognise and quantify the value
of societal publications. Consequently, it is neither possible to rank them nor to measure their
impact (van Vliet, Bron, & Mulder, 2014). However, societal publications have a potentially
high impact on society which has to be taken into account even if hard to quantify. In particular,
this concept will be used to answer RQ 3.

2.3. Public involvement
Operationalizing public involvement emerges as a complex task as the terms ‘citizen’ and
‘public’ and ‘involvement’, ‘participation’ and ‘engagement’ are often used interchangeably.
However, scholars do not necessarily associate them to the same meaning. According to Mize
(1972), public involvement is meant to ensure that citizens have a direct voice in public policy
decisions. Furthermore, Gauvin et al. (2011) define public involvement as the “passive and
active procedures used by the government or an organization to interact with the public and its
representatives” (as cited in Li et al., 2015). While those definitions highlight the ultimate
influence on policymaking, this study operationalizes public involvement as a broader concept.
2.3.1. Public involvement in IPBES assessments
In the context of IPBES assessments, public involvement appears to encompass the
participation of citizens in the data collection process by first, providing their knowledge about
local biodiversity and ecosystem services to IPBES scientists and second, as an audience.
According to this definition, the public has no direct voice in policymaking but rather a direct
influence on scientific data, and thus, a potential indirect voice in public policy decisions as
IPBES assessments are likely to influence future policy decisions. Nevertheless, this definition
of public involvement according to IPBES is preliminary. An exact analysis of this concept is
elaborated in the results part of this study (in view to answering RQ 2).
2.3.2. Public involvement in environmental issues
The concept public involvement in environmental issues was developed specifically in view to
answering RQ 1. To show the power of media attention in triggering public involvement in
environmental issues, the scope of this concept was broadened; here, the public can be involved
in environmental issues not only by participating in policymaking, but also in science, in public
sphere environmentalism and in private sphere environmentalism. The operationalisation is
illustrated in Figure 3 and is explained more in detail in what follows.
First, the general public can be involved in science by performing so-called citizen science, also
known as crowd sourcing, volunteer monitoring or public consultation. Citizen science is
defined as the collection and analysis of data relating to nature by the general public, typically
as part of a collaborative project with professional scientists (Oxford University Press, 2016).
The inclusion of citizen science in this study is important because IPBES aims at involving the
general public’s knowledge into their assessments process (see Section 1.3.2). Moreover,
citizen science is a fast-growing field enabling the public to be directly involved in scientific
research, and thus, creating a win-win situation: scientists maximize their datasets and citizens
gain trust in science (Follett & Strezov, 2015).
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Second, the general public can be involved in policymaking. Variables for measuring public
involvement in policymaking include the processes of voting, protesting, political support
through donations or membership, but also consultation trough deliberative forums, dialogues
or deliberations, and attendance of political meetings or participation (EIPP, 2009). Even
though these actions differ in their level of public involvement, each of them has a potential
impact on future political decisions (EIPP, 2009). This is important not least because the impact
on policymaking is the ultimate goal of IPBES (IPBES, 2015).
According to Stern (2000), the general public can also be involved actively or non-actively in
so called public sphere environmentalism. Active behaviour in the public sphere includes active
involvement in environmental groups or organizations, for example through monetary
donations or other nonfinancial contributions, as well as through the participation in
demonstrations. On the other hand, non-active behaviour includes actions such as being a
member of an environmental group or organisation, or supporting environmental friendly
policies which is expressed as the willingness to pay higher taxes or prices.
Finally, the public can be involved in private sphere environmentalism (Corbett, 2006; Stern,
2000). Further operationalised, private sphere environmentalism actions can be classified in
four categories. The first category contains green consumerism, which is defined as the
performance of purchasing practices that consider the environmental impact of production
processes, for example, purchasing recycled products and organically grown foods (Stern,
2000). The second category involves actions such as waste separation and recycling (Huang,
2016; Stern, 2000). The third one is associated to energy awareness at home, at work and in
transportation (Corbett, 2006). Lastly, the fourth category comprises other voluntary activities
that cannot be assigned to the remaining categories. Although private sphere behaviours have a
small impact on the individual scale, the aggregated impact can be significant on a larger scale
(Stern, 2000).

8

Figure 3: Operationalisation of public involvement in environmental issues within the context of this study
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2.4. Public communication behaviour
The theory of planned behaviour is applied to get insight into the actual public communication
behaviour of IPBES members (in view to answer RQ 4). According to the theory of planned
behaviour, human behaviour is influenced by three factors: first, the beliefs about the likely
consequences of the behaviour (behavioural beliefs), second, the beliefs about the normative
expectations of others (normative beliefs), and third, the beliefs about the presence of
facilitating or limiting factors towards the behaviour (control beliefs). Next, behavioural beliefs
produce a favourable or unfavourable attitude toward the behaviour, normative beliefs result
in perceived social pressure or subjective norm; and control beliefs give rise to perceived
behavioural control. In combination, attitude toward the behaviour, subjective norm, and
perception of behavioural control lead to the formation of a behavioural intention which can
result in the performance of an actual behaviour (see Figure 4) (Ajzen, 2006).

Figure 4: Theory of planned behaviour (adapted from Ajzen, 1991)
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3. Methods
This social science research takes a ‘mixed methods’ approach as it requires the collection and
analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. The advantage of such approach is that it
permits a more complete and synergistic use of data in comparison to separated quantitative
and qualitative data collection and analysis (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013). Furthermore, it can
result in a better understanding of the research problem (Bulsara, n.d.). While the design of the
qualitative study is based on grounded theory and incorporates the conduction of semistructured interviews, the design of the quantitative study is cross-sectional and encompasses
the conduction of a survey questionnaire. In addition, this research comprises a literature
review. Each method is described in more detail in the following sub-chapters.

3.1. Literature review
A literature review was undertaken for qualitatively answering how could media attention
stimulate public involvement in environmental issues (RQ 1). Conducting a literature review
enables to look at previous scientific publications, and thus, to build a base of knowledge within
an area of interest (Taylor & Procter, 2004). The operationalisation of the concept public
involvement in environmental issues (see Section 2.3.2) facilitated the development of a list of
target key words for finding relevant academic papers to each type of public involvement. For
example, the key words crowd science, citizen science, public participation, public
involvement, media attention and media coverage were typed in different combinations to find
examples on how media attention stimulated public involvement in environmental science. The
literature was mainly found through the online library of Wageningen University, but also in
literature search engines such as Google Scholar. For the purpose of increasing the overall
validity and credibility of the results, only scientific articles from peer-reviewed scientific
journals were considered.

3.2. Semi-structured interviews
Semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted to find out what kind of public
involvement IPBES is aiming for (RQ 2) and to assess how IPBES members value media
attention and societal publication (RQ 3). Advantages of semi-structured interviewing include
the collection of detailed information, the consistence of information across different
interviews, and the opportunity to ask further questions to ensure that answers are understood
thoroughly. Furthermore, the conversational nature of semi-structured interviews can enhance
the cooperativeness of respondents (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).
3.2.1. Sampling method
The target group of interviewees for answering RQ 2 and RQ 3 were people involved in IPBES.
First, IPBES members are informed about internal terminologies and processes within IPBES
(in view of RQ 2) and second, their high diverse national backgrounds enable an estimation of
the role of communication for IPBES achievements on a global scale (in view of RQ 3).
Therefore, purposive sampling was perceived as the most suitable sampling method; purposive
sampling does not produce a sample that is representative of a larger population, but
representative for a limited group, the limited group being the people involved in IPBES in this
case (Singleton & Straits, 1999). However, within the IPBES, the final selection of interviewees
was based on the availability and interest of the respondents.
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For reasons of convenience, interview requests were sent to IPBES members that would be
present at the headquarters IPBES standpoint in Bonn during the same period of time. After
checking the IPBES agenda and consulting with Dr. Rob Alkemade of the Environmental
Systems Analysis group at Wageningen University, who is involved in IPBES himself, the
‘Multidisciplinary Expert Panel (MEP) and Bureau meeting’ from the 6th until the 10th of June
was selected as the occasion to travel to Bonn and conduct the interviews. Following another
advice from Dr. Rob Alkemade, interview requests were mostly sent to MEP members, the total
amount of addresses being 25.
An official request for permission to access IPBES headquarters during the MEP and Bureau
meetings was sent to the Executive Secretary of IPBES, Dr. Anne Larigauderie, who kindly
ensured access and moreover, the provision of an office for the purpose of conducting
interviews in an adequate environment. In total, 16 interviews were conducted, among which
13 took place in Bonn, two over Skype and one in Wageningen. The duration of interviews
varied greatly between 12 and 41 minutes, the average interview lasting about 24 minutes for
answering 15 questions. Depending on the time availability of IPBES experts, some questions
were left out.
3.2.2. Data analysis
The data analysis was performed in three phases: transcription of interviews, data coding and
textual data analysis (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2010). In the first phase, all 16 interviews
were transcribed using the online transcription and dictation software Transcribe2. In the second
phase, the transcripts were imported into the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti where
the data was coded. In this context, a code refers to an issue, topic, idea or opinion that is
reflected or discussed by the interviewees. Two types of codes were developed: deductive and
inductive codes. While deductive codes originate from the questions being asked, inductive
codes derive from the data itself, by attentively identifying issues raised by interviewees. Then,
the data was labelled according to the developed codes by first, carefully reading the data,
second, considering which codes are discussed in that specific section of data, and eventually
labelling this section with relevant codes. Coding required continually identifying what is being
said, assessing the context of the discussion, following the line of argument and then deciding
which codes are appropriate (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2010). In total, 119 codes were
developed among which 19 were deductive and 100 were inductive. The list of codes can be
viewed in Annex B. In the last phase, the textual data analysis phase, codes were categorised
and subsequently conceptualised. The categorisation involved identifying codes with similar
characteristic and grouping these together into meaningful categories3. Conceptualising
comprised then the consideration of relationships between these categories in order to view the
data as whole and develop a conceptual understanding of the issues (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey,
2010).

3.3. Survey questionnaire
A survey questionnaire was conducted to determine the involvement and motivation of IPBES
members in public involvement (RQ 4). The survey methodology is particularly interesting
because it provides a quantitative description of trends, attitudes and opinions of a population

2
3

Accessible via https://transcribe.wreally.com/
In the Atlas.ti software, categories are called ‘families’.
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by studying a sample of that population (Creswell, 2013). In this case, the population consisted
of IPBES members. The survey was conducted via the online survey software Qualtrics4.
3.3.1. Survey construction
The survey was adapted from a survey which had been distributed among Wageningen
University researchers by a fellow student, Ingeborg Swart, who wrote her Bachelor Thesis
about public communication in December 2015. As RQ 4 aims at revealing the public
communication behaviour of IPBES experts, the factors elaborated in the theoretical framework
in Section 2.4 (attitude toward behaviour, subjective norm, perceived behavioural control,
intention and behaviour) were incorporated. Additionally, items about socio-demographic
characteristics such as gender, age, employer type were added. First, this allows to determine
whether the respondent is actually part of the target audience and how close the sample
replicates the population. Second, it enables the differentiation between sub-groups of the target
audience in the data analysis phase (CheckMarket, 2016). As presented in Table 1, the response
type (multiple choice, Likert-scale or text entry) was selected in accordance with the item
category.
Table 1: Number of items in the distributed survey questionnaire per category and per response type

Item category
Socio-demographics

Number of
items
4
2

Attitude toward
behaviour

3

Subjective norm

1

1

2
Perceived behavioural
control

1
1
1

Intention

1

Behaviour

1
1

Other
1

4

Response type
Multiple choice
Text entry
Likert scale
(Not at all important - Extremely important)
Text entry
Likert scale
(Strongly disagree - Strongly agree)
Likert scale
(Very difficult - Very easy)
Likert scale
(None - A lot)
Likert scale
(Not interested - Very interested)
Text entry
Likert scale
(Definitely not - Definitely yes)
Likert scale
(Never - Daily)
Likert scale
(None at all - A great deal)
Likert scale
(Strongly disagree - Strongly agree)

Accessible via https://www.qualtrics.com/
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In total, the questionnaire included 20 items for which an estimated duration between 5 and 10
minutes was needed to complete it. Moreover, to increase the number of responses for each
questions, the option “force response” in Qualtrics was activated. The complete questionnaire
can be viewed in Annex C.
3.3.2. Sampling method
The target population of the survey includes all the people who are involved in IPBES: Bureau
members, MEP members, Secretariat members, members of the Conflict of Interest Committee
and other experts who are assigned within task forces. As a request to the Secretariat to share
the survey among all IPBES members was denied due to an internal policy, the survey was sent
via e-mail to private emails of randomly selected IPBES staff, and to guessed email addresses
including the IPBES domain. In addition, the survey was shared in two IPBES groups in social
media (LinkedIn) and at least one of the respondents shared the link to further IPBES
colleagues. The total outreach of the survey to the targeted population is not quantifiable, but it
is estimated to range between 230 and 350 IPBES members. As each addressee could
individually choose to participate in the survey or not, the sampling method can be qualified as
convenience sampling. One advantage of convenience sampling is that responses can help
identifying issues or defining ranges of alternatives (Fricker, 2008). This is particularly
interesting in view to giving recommendations to IPBES about public communication (RQ 5).
Eventually, the questionnaire was filled in by 29 respondents.
3.3.3. Data analysis
Due to time constraints and a relatively low number of respondents, only a simple analysis of
the generated data was performed. Automatic choice counts and percentages calculated by
Qualtrics gave some insight into patterns of the public communication behaviour of
respondents. Particularly responses to questions with text entry function provided insightful
information.
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4. The role of media attention in stimulating public involvement in
environmental issues: A literature review
Over the past decades, many scholars have investigated the power of media on the general
public. Some found that the media considerably contributes to the environmental education of
the general public by providing images, meanings and definitions about the environment, or by
providing a cultural context enhancing the general understanding of environmental problems
(Fien, Teh-Cheong, Yencken, Sykes, & Treagust, 2002; Hannigan, 1995; Hansen, 2011; Huang,
2016; Ivy, Road, Lee, & Chuan, 1998; Sudarmadi, et al., 2001). Others found that media has
the actual power to shape the public’s opinions, views, attitudes and concerns regarding
environmental issues (Anderson, 1997; Hansen, 2011; Mazur, 2004; Soroka, 2002). Moreover,
media attention was found to have a great influence on policymaking through its agenda-setting
function (Anderson, 1997; Lyytimäki, 2007; Mazur, 2004). However, the actual power of media
attention in stimulating public involvement in environmental issues is more narrowly studied
which makes the following literature review essential in first, recognizing its potential power
and eventually, strategically make use of media attention in coping with environmental
pressures. Using the operationalisation of the concept public involvement in environmental
issues elaborated in the theoretical framework (see Section 2.3.2), this chapter gives examples
of involvement for each category: science, policymaking, public sphere and private sphere
environmentalism. At the end of the chapter, the main findings are concluded and several points
of discussion are addressed.

4.1. Public involvement in science
The first example of public involvement in science triggered through media attention arises
from a study of Robson (2012). In the context of her PhD dissertation, Robson compared
different recruitment methods in crowdsourcing citizen science: mobile technology, social
networking and traditional media channels. Her findings are based on observations and
experiences made throughout the testing of a citizen science project called Creek Watch. This
project aims at stimulating the general public to report about the health of their local watersheds
by submitting photos and observations to the Creek Watch application. The obtained data is
then forwarded to authorities who use the data for water management, environmental programs,
and clean-up events. Campaigns to promote Creek Watch included a press release, a
participation campaign trough local organizations, and social networking campaign through
Facebook and Twitter. The effectivity of each method was measured by assessing the amount
of new Creek Watch downloads triggered by each of the methods and by the amount of new
report submissions. Robson concluded that both international press releases and social
networking stimulated the download of Creek Watch to a large extent as compared to the local
participation campaign. However, the participation campaigns resulted in more data
submissions.
Next, a study realised by van Vliet, Bron, and Mulder (2014), which aimed at determining the
importance of media attention and societal publications for citizen science projects and
scientists, present a second example. The conclusions of this study were drawn from the
authors’ experience with the Dutch citizen science project Nature’s Calendar (Natuurkalender
in Dutch) where volunteers can help in recording the timing of several phenological events, but
also health-related events such as hay fever symptoms and tick bites. Their experience showed
that especially through the use of mass media, millions of people are reached from which a
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great deal are eventually participating in the data collection. In addition to the use of mass
media, the use of societal publications was also found to greatly enhance the recruitment,
retention and instruction of citizen scientists. Moreover, individuals as well as organisations
showed more willingness to be involved in the project when they had been exposed to publicity
shortly before and especially, when they realized that the resulting data and knowledge was
also interesting for them, and thus, creating a win-win situation. All in all, it was concluded that
active communication remarkably stimulates the society to get involved in citizen science
projects.
The last example in this category originates from a study made by Sauermann and Franzoni
(2015) analysing patterns and implications of crowd science users by comparing data from
seven crowd science projects. One of the findings reveal that contributions from citizens to such
projects can vary considerably across time, but that a decrease in contributions is often
interrupted by spikes resulting from outreach efforts via email or social media, as well as media
attention through mainstream media. To name a few examples, an article in Times Magazine
featuring the project Planet Hunters resulted in a peak of new users in the project over the next
days. Similarly, heavy traffic from sciencefriday.com coincided with a peak of contributions in
the Milkyway Project, and media attention from BBC News triggered a spike in the Moon Zoo
project.

4.2. Public involvement in policymaking
According to the operationalisation in 2.3.2, variables for measuring public involvement in
policymaking include actions such as voting and protesting. Several studies furnish evidence
for a correlational relationship between media attention and voting (Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes,
2014; Hardy & Scheufele, 2005; Huang, 2016; Manheim & Pratt, 1986; Martin, 2008; McLeod,
Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Zhao, Leiserowitz, Maibach, & Roser-Renouf, 2011). However, some
distinctions have to be made regarding the type of media and the measured variables.
For example, Hardy and Scheufele (2005) demonstrated that particularly internet hard-news5
have a positive effect on political participatory behaviour. In that study, the use of internet hard
news was measured as the amount of exposure and attention to local, national and international
issues while being online, and participatory behaviour included the variable “voting for an
elected official”. Similarly, McLeod, Scheufele and Moy (1999) showed that local newspaper
hard news use has a strong impact on institutionalised participation compared to television news
use and interpersonal communication. Here, the concept institutionalised participation included
voting and the action of contacting a public official. The authors also concluded that massmediated communication does not have a significant impact on non-traditional forms of
participation such as participating in a civic forum.
Generally speaking, media exposure leads to voting because it increases political knowledge
(Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2014; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999). Interestingly, Martin
(2008) found that especially negative news about politics leads to a higher participation of
citizens because the issue negativity simultaneously makes people more aware of problems and
stimulates their interest in the campaign.

5

In the study of Hardy and Scheufele (2005), hard news refers to news content focused on public affairs and
social issues.
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As for public involvement in political campaigns or organizations, Hardy and Scheufele (2005)
showed that the consumption of internet hard-news not only increases voting, but also increases
the occurrence of activities such as the distribution of a petition for a candidate or an issue, the
work for a political campaign, or the raise of funds for a political organization or candidate.
Next, Eveland Jr and Scheufele (2000) demonstrated that newspaper use increases the
frequency of other participatory actions, such as the displaying of a campaign button, sign or
sticker or monetary donations to a candidate or a political party. Furthermore, Holt, Shehata,
Strömbäck and Ljungberg (2013) found that citizens were more willing to convince others to
vote for a specific party when having followed political social media and political news.
Following the operationalisation in 2.3.2, citizens are considered involved in policymaking
when they participate in deliberative forums, discussions, dialogues or consultations. An
example of such involvement can be found in a study made by Goidel and Nisbet (2006) which
analysed the influence of news media attentiveness on issue-specific citizen participation. The
controversial issue being the embryonic stem cell research and cloning in this case, the authors
found that using news increases citizens’ willingness to attend and participate in a local
deliberative forum on the stem cell debate. In opposition to this example, McLeod et al. (1999)
observed that mass media does not have a significant impact on participation in civic forums
on issues of special interest. This finding suggests that mass media either fails at showing the
potential impact of civic forums on policymaking or fails at providing the necessary knowledge
about this form of participation.
Finally, citizens are involved in policymaking if they attend meetings, campaign rallies or
speeches. According to Holt et al. (2013), the first two activities can be triggered through the
use of political social media and political news. Next, Hardy and Scheufele (2005) identifies
internet hard news as an actor in enhancing political participation, and in particular, the
frequency of citizens attending meetings related to politics. Lastly, Eveland Jr and Scheufele
(2000) found that newspaper use increases the incidence of citizens attending a meeting, a
speech or a rally of a political candidate.

4.3. Public involvement in public sphere environmentalism
The first study within this section investigating the influence of media attention on public sphere
environmentalism was made by Huang (2016). The author demonstrates that global warming
media use6, including traditional media and the internet, has a direct positive effect on
promotional environmental behaviour, and thus increases the occurrence of actions such as
joining environmental groups and the support for mitigation policies. Moreover, the study
indicates that environmental beliefs of individuals, and thus, their environmental concern,
values or attitudes, as well as their environmental self-efficacy7, have a direct effect on global
warming media use, and thus, have an indirect positive influence on promotional environmental
behaviour.
Similarly, Zhao, Leiserowitz, Maibach and Roser-Renouf (2011) have shown that attention to
science and environment news result in beliefs more consistent with science and higher risk
perceptions about global warming, which in turn is associated with a stronger support for

6

In the study of Huang (2016), media use refers to media exposure or media attention.
“Environmental self-efficacy is the belief that individuals have in themselves that they have the ability and
strength to take mitigation action” (Huang, 2016).
7
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mitigation policies, particularly linked to carbon dioxide regulation and the use of renewable
energy.
Next, Ho et al. (2015) showed through the analysis of a survey conducted in Singapore, that
both internet attention and media dependency8 were positively associated with civic
engagement intention. Civic engagement intention included the intention to support an
environmental group or organization and signing a petition in support of promoting the
environment. In contrast, traditional media attention was not associated with civic engagement.
Lastly, a research conducted by Önder (2006) among students in Turkey revealed that 80%
watch TV or radio shows about environmental issues and 82% read newspapers, magazines or
books about environmental issues. Although the author didn’t correlate those numbers with the
performance of public sphere environmentalism among the students, he found that about 14%
of them would be willing to pay extra taxes and 8% were member of an environmental
organisation.

4.4. Public involvement in private sphere environmentalism
Compared to the previous sections compiling literature about the influence of media attention
on public involvement in science, policy, public sphere, this relationship appears to have been
studied to a larger extent. Specifically, green consumerism has been largely correlated to media
attention (Ho, Liao, & Rosenthal, 2015; Holbert, Kwak, & Shah, 2003; Huang, 2016; Lee, 2011;
Pearcy, 2010).
For example, Huang (2016) found that global warming media use (traditional media and the
internet) has a direct effect on green purchasing. Likewise, Pearcy (2010) not only showed that
both mass media and the internet are the most commonly used source for environmental
information, but also that these mediums are valid predictors of the extent to which consumers
engage in green consumption behaviour. However, he points out that especially internet use is
associated to green purchase behaviour, and thus, suggests that this medium should be used
more effectively by those disseminating environmental information.
In contrast to the findings of Pearcy (2010), Ho, Liao and Rosenthal (2015) found that internet
attention has no influence on green-buying as compared to traditional media attention and
media dependency. Besides, they observed that the relationship between media dependency and
green-buying was stronger for those who pay less attention than for those who pay more
attention.
Next, a study made by Holbert, Kwak and Shah (2003) examined the relationship between
different forms of television viewing and pro-environmental behaviours (e.g. purchasing
products that are environmentally friendly), and revealed that so called factual-based television
(public affairs and nature documentaries) are significant predictors of such behaviour. On the
other hand, fiction-based television use (situations comedies and dramas) had almost no direct
influence on pro-environmental behaviour. The authors noted that even though television news
can have an “episodic and overly dramatic coverage of the environment”, they have a positive

8

According to Ho et al. (2015), media attention is insufficient to model the effects of media on environmentally
responsible behaviours, because some people may pay attention to media, but not feel that it instructs their
behaviour. The concept of media dependency can describe to what extent individuals rely on mass media for
information in under conditions of uncertainty.
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influence in creating a greater desire within individuals to purchase green products. However,
variables such as age, race and sex influence individuals’ television use.
Interestingly, Lee (2011) focused on Hong Kong adolescents with age ranging from 12 to 18
years old, and found that although media exposure positively predicts green purchase
behaviour, its influence is “miniscule” compared to other study samples (e.g. Holbert, Kwak,
& Shah, 2003). Adolescents are likely to be much more influenced by their peers or parents.
Besides, mass media might not include emotional appeals designed to touch the adolescent
audience.
Regarding waste seperation and recycling, here again Huang (2016) and Lee (2011) show that
media use has a direct positive effect on such actions. Besides, Chan (1998) demonstrated that
mass media is one of the major sources of social pressure, eventually enhancing domestic waste
recycling and minimisation. Though, personal sources such as family members, friends and
neighbours were found to have comparable influence on social pressure.
The study by van Vliet, Bron and Mulder (2014) mentioned earlier gives an example for the
next category: energy awareness. The authors asked citizen scientists involved in their Nature’s
Calendar project through an online questionnaire if that webpage had raised their awareness
about climate change and its impacts; 29% of the 1822 respondents said yes and 53% answered
that they were already aware. To the next question, “Did you, due to your changed awareness,
did things or not?”, 32% said yes. Examples of actions included leaving the car at home and go
walking; take the bike or travel by public transport; and choosing green energy. Although these
results do not empirically correlate media attention to actions related to green awareness, they
firstly show that participants retrospectively ascribe the internet an important role in increasing
awareness about environmental issues, and secondly, that this awareness can result in public
involvement in private sphere environmentalism. Regarding the influence of television use,
here again Holbert, Kwak and Shah (2003) emphasize on the power of factual-based television
(public affairs and nature documentaries) in endorsing pro-environmental behaviours, such as
being more energy efficient in daily routines.
Finally, Rotko, Lyytimäki and Mustonen (2006) underline that besides informing citizens about
environmental issues, media can stimulate public involvement. In fact, voluntary activities in
the past have served as a basis for several lake restoration projects in Finland. In addition, the
authors noted that newspapers rerporting about the efforts made by individuals could motivate
participants even further (as cited in Lyytimäki, 2007). Also van Vliet, Bron and Mulder (2014)
associated media attention to other voluntary activities such as the change of gardening
practices for making gardens more hospitable to animal such as insects, birds and hedgehogs.

4.5. Conclusions
The present literature review leads to the conclusion that on the whole, media attention has the
power to stimulate public involvement in environmental issues. Media attention through print
and online newspapers, as well as through the internet considerably increased the recruitment
rates in citizen science projects. However, to ensure active participation of citizens, and thus
long-term data submissions, outreach efforts should arouse interest specifically by highlighting
the personal benefits that individuals could draw from their involvement.
Media attention through all media types likely stimulates public involvement in policymaking.
This could be explained by the increase in political knowledge when watching political news.
Nevertheless, local media are likely to be more important for promoting the participation in
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local events such as deliberative forums and debates. Besides, negative news can be more
influential in stimulating public involvement as they raise the awareness about problems.
Again, both mass media and the internet are important in stimulating public involvement in
public sphere environmentalism. Though, the internet seems to be slightly more powerful.
However, the relationship between media attention and public involvement is interfered by
personal traits of people such their beliefs, self-efficacy and risk perceptions about the
environment.
Public involvement in private sphere environmentalism can be stimulated by all types of media.
Depending on the study sample and area, traditional media can be more influential as the
internet. In private sphere environmentalism specifically, social pressure notably plays an
important role; through the establishment of social pressure individuals can decide to act green.
However, family members, friends and neighbours can exert comparable social pressure as the
media. For adolescents, peers and parents have even a greater influence over pro-environmental
behaviour than the media. Besides, the framing of environmental messages seems to be not be
sufficiently adapted to catch adolescents’ attention.
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5. Public involvement in IPBES assessments: The Indigenous and
Local Knowledge (ILK) objective
After analysing how media attention can stimulate public involvement in environmental issues,
this chapter is aimed at enlightening upon the IPBES public involvement objective, also called
ILK, as perceived by IPBES experts. The ultimate goal of this section is to find out whether
media attention and societal publications can help in reaching this objective as it was
demonstrated through the literature review above. The interviews first give an overview of the
perceived definition and importance of the ILK objective as well as its related ambitions. Then,
the corresponding ILK challenges are addressed. Finally, the potential role of media attention
and societal publications for reaching the ILK objective is investigated. Throughout all the
results chapters, interviewees are referenced with a number and can be identified in Annex A.

5.1. Definition, importance and ambitions of ILK
When asking interviewees to define ILK, some directly referred to the conceptual framework
of ILK. For example, one MEP-member explained that according to the conceptual framework,
there are different systems of knowledge, among which there is the ILK system. This system
encompasses the knowledge of local and indigenous communities, who have lived in the same
type of ecosystem for a considerable amount of time, and thus, have their minds connected to
that ecosystem. This particular connection between holders of such knowledge and their natural
surroundings is also underpinned by several statements of other interviewees:
“And the close relationship between people and ecosystems is still
maintained in some local and indigenous people.” (15)
“(…) in other knowledge systems, which more or less we can put into
the box of local and indigenous knowledge, people are not separated
from nature” (12)
“ILK is the practical knowledge people have, when they are living from
the environment, or living in the environment” (6)
“Indigenous and local people, and knowledge, that is about knowledge
derived from interactions: non-human aspects on a physical
environment, kind of the lived experience” (5)
“Indigenous people is much more what we call a mother earth or
holistic ‘we are part of nature’ view” (7)
Those quotes emphasize on the close relationship between ILK holders and nature, and acquired
knowledge resulting from this relationship. Another MEP member goes further and illustrates
the indispensability of ILK for their holders by stating:
“For instance, their experience and their cultures, what they have
learned over time, (…) their livelihoods depend on this ILK, this way of
life. And they have a particular relationship with the environment.” (2)

21

Depending on the national context of interviewees, some more concrete examples of potential
ILK holders were given. A Trinidadian MEP member defined local knowledge as “cultural”
knowledge arising for instance from past colonies from India, Africa, Europe and the Middle
East. According to the same interviewee, indigenous people would include people from South
America or the Andes. An Indian MEP member alluded to indigenous communities that have
been living in Indian forests for a long time, and thus, knowing about the values of the forest.
For instance, those people would know about medical properties of plants. In China, ILK
holders would include country people who have pronounced knowledge on how to preserve the
diversity of agriculture plantations. More specifically, the Chinese interviewee reported that
industries sometimes go back to these local communities for the purpose of finding bacteria
sources that would increase the efficiency of alcohol fermentation. Similarly, a Dutch
respondent exemplified local knowledge as the knowledge farmers have about their land. A
Bureau member stated that ILK is spread over very small communities all over the world, in
Australia, New Zealand, Scandinavia, Alaska and Canada, but also in villages and tribes in the
jungles and forests in Brazil. The most ‘modern’ example of local knowledge was given by a
Swedish MEP member, who mentioned the acquired knowledge of people performing activities
as downhill skiing or mountain climbing. Moreover, a great deal of respondents emphasized on
the fact that ILK holders are individuals who have a different world view as compared to people
in the Western world. Nevertheless, one Spanish interviewee stressed that both world views are
“equally legitimate” (12).
Generally, ILK is perceived as knowledge that has been accumulated over a long period of time.
Regarding indigenous knowledge, it can have been accumulated over the past “hundreds or
thousands of years” (1). As for local knowledge, it would be more recent, imaginably in the
“last 100 years, maybe 200 years” (2). Overall, this knowledge system is identified as being
very distinct from the Western science system. As a result of being so distinct, interviewees
perceive ILK as difficult to access:
“There is a lot of information out there from the local people around
the world that is not being tapped.” (8)
“There is huge amount of traditional knowledge which is to be
unlocked.” (13)
Thus, the ILK objective encompasses both accessibility and usage of the knowledge. Next, it is
not clear to what extent IPBES wants to gather the knowledge. When asked about how to get
the knowledge of ILK holders, the Trinidadian MEP member immediately rectified:
“It is not so much that IPBES wants to get the knowledge, IPBES, their
approach is being to engage ILK holders, which will not necessarily be
all the indigenous people, but people who live and study and work for
them for years and years, who would also become knowledge holders
as well. Then you have the traditional knowledge holders, the elders in
the villages (...). So the point is engaging through forums where they
can come and share the information (…) and basically expand the
whole way of knowing things and doing things. So it is an active
engagement process with the local and indigenous communities and
knowledge holders.” (2)
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Furthermore, one MEP member points out:
“The IPBES tends to be strict in that definition of ILK, not including
the local knowledge of many people” (6)
Although prior answers give a certain insight into the ILK objective, some uncertainties and
obscurities are remaining about first, the exact differentiation between ILK holders and nonILK holders, and second, the intended degree of ILK holders’ involvement within IPBES
processes. This lack of clarity and complexity can also be reflected in some reactions of
respondents when raising the ILK topic; to the question “What is meant with ILK?”, one
respondent said he didn’t know, others suspired with ostentation, one said he wouldn’t be able
to speak much about that topic and another emphasized on the “slipperiness” of the ILK topic.
This lack of certainty can be an explanation for some respondents explicitly giving broad
answers:
“So I take a very broad standpoint.” (5)
“That’s ILK in a broad sense” (6)
“I am not going to go into the details.” (8)
However, almost all interviewees highlighted the importance of the ILK for IPBES, and
especially, the importance of ILK for biodiversity and human beings:
“If we want to understand the biodiversity and ecosystem services, then
you need to understand that there are other views and other ways of
looking at biodiversity and understanding it, and how it works and how
it benefits people; because this whole thing in IPBES, it has to be about
people.” (2)
“We need to reach out and represent all of us. We need to capture all
of the very valuable knowledge in the decision making process.” (8)
“ILK can contribute to the protection of biodiversity and ecosystems.”
(15)
“It’s very important that policymakers and scientists realize about the
power of semantics (…) semantics languages are necessary to make
sense and move forward (…) and I think that IPBES is trying to be
cognisant of that, to acknowledge that explicitly (…) trying to really
capture the plurality of understandings of our relationship with
nature.” (12)
While asking about the definition and importance of the ILK objectives, almost all interviewees
independently highlighted on its novelty and its level of ambition. For instance, experts stated:
“I think that with ILK we can bring something new.” (4)
“No other conceptual framework has ever tried to bring together a
more classical western view/science with the mother earth integrated
view of science” (7)
“I think involving the local and indigenous knowledge is a sort of
innovation of the IPBES compared with other assessments.” (15)
23

“I think the IPBES is one of the first platform where, not only science,
as we know it, natural or social, where the indigenous knowledge has
been put in place. (…) And ILK is embedded in all assessments,
thematic or other assessments, including the global assessment. So
that's where we feel that IPBES is different.” (10)
The reason why experts highlighted the novelty and level of ambition is that such approach is
highly complex and has failed in the past:
“It has been done without success, finding other languages, other ways
of expressing.” (5)
“IPBES is very specific and very focused on indigenous people, and on
very specific things, and that works I think. And that might be a starter,
but I am not sure whether you get a complete thing there anyway. There
is so much, it's incredibly extensive and variable.” (6)
“There has been many attempts in the past to bring up indigenous and
local knowledge into assessments. We tried in the Millennium
Assessment process, we tried in the agriculture assessment, and I would
say, only partly successful. It’s not an easy thing, so we are learning
how to do it.” (7)
To sum up, the ILK objective aims at engaging types of knowledge arising from ILK holders
that are particularly connected to their natural surroundings and thus, that have specific
knowledge about their local biodiversity and its value. It is not clear whether IPBES will
succeed, as other assessments making the attempt to include ILK in the past have failed.
However, ILK is not only perceived as highly important for tackling biodiversity loss, but also
for ethical reasons, as ILK can be a way to bring different world views together, and thus
enhancing mutual respect. Therefore, all efforts should be made to achieve this objective,
although many challenges can be encountered on the way.

5.2. Perceived ILK challenges
While proceeding with the interviews within the ILK subject, respondents addressed a number
of challenges (although not asked about challenges). Those challenges can be divided into three
main categories: conflicting Western science, scientific requirements and human resources.
5.2.1. Conflicting Western science
The first category of perceived challenges is linked to the conflict potential between the Western
science system and the ILK system. In total, 5 from 16 interviewees independently addressed
this issue. One MEP member, who is also associated with the ILK task force, explained that
IPBES is embedded in Western science, and from a philosophical point of view, it poses a
problem to invite ILK holders to share their knowledge, and at the same time, require that the
gained knowledge must be translated into the Western science frame. On the one hand, Western
scientists have their way of processing information, often heavily oriented to statistics and
analyses based on standardized concepts and methods. On the other hand, ILK holders have
accumulated their knowledge based on their experience, observations, interactions and cultures.
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Especially the divergence in understanding of concepts was mentioned by the experts. For
example, the use of concepts such as ‘biodiversity’, ‘species’ or ‘ecosystem services’ might be
incomprehensible for ILK holders, who would rather denominate the latter as ‘Nature’s gifts’.
Also the concept of nature is debatable as a Western scientist would typically see nature as
something that can provide benefits, for instance for technology developments, and would thus
be separated from nature. In contrast, ILK holders do not see themselves separated from nature.
In fact, both systems promote different values, which can result in clashes of interests.
Especially one interviewee questioned why IPBES is looking at ecosystems only in relation to
human well-being:
“To me it seems that IPBES, the whole structure of IPBES is looking at
every ecosystem in relation to human well-being. We are not looking at
ecosystem services, ecology of species alone, in itself but in relation to
human. We are looking at only one facet. (…) To me, it is a real issue.
Why are we so narrow, and why is everything so anthropogenic?” (9)
The clash of interest between Western science system and the ILK system appears to be
embedded in complex political issues arising from past colonisation processes. One MEP
member, who is associated with the ILK task force, explained the controversy:
“And then it’s for scientists really [making a confused face] because
we have our veins paint for a specific way of thinking, and not just our
concepts, our theories, our ways of seeing the world (...) [Referring to
the Western science knowledge system] it is classic, it comes from
Greece. So, the other groups located in Africa, Latin America, Asia,
Australia complain: "Okay, you are as local as us. The only thing is
that you have spread among the world because a very complicated
process of colonisation!". So there are political issues and then, there
is a huge discussion among IPBES on the level of advocacy that is
linked to different types of knowledge systems (…).” (1)
Furthermore, one MEP member points out that the colonial past has been deteriorating
indigenous cultures, but that the ILK objective is a way to come to grips with it, as it would
recognize the ones that have been oppressed. Concerning this matter, one MEP member
highlighted that both systems can go together. According to him, many scientists still use soil
classifications derived from traditional knowledge, which are not conform to scientific
standards. Altogether, interviewees suggest that the first step is to acknowledge indigenous
communities, respect their rights and knowledge, and approach them with a respectful and
open-minded attitude.
5.2.2. Scientific requirements
The next category of challenges, which is at the same time the most mentioned category with 9
from 16 interviewees, comprises scientific requirements set by IPBES, or as elaborated earlier,
by Western science standards. First of all, one MEP member explained that in order to
incorporate ILK into IPBES assessments, the knowledge has first to be published into scientific
journals. This creates an issue as most of the ILK is not recorded. MEP members from Africa,
India and Japan mention that ILK is not documented in their home countries. Others do not
refer to their home countries, but state that there is classic knowledge, that has never been
written down but rather transferred by word-of-mouth throughout generations, and there is
“secret” knowledge, never to be spread. Furthermore, a Dutch expert illustrated that people can
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have local knowledge, because of certain things they do in their daily lives, but they are not
necessarily aware of its value, and thus, do not share it. Besides, the Japanese expert stressed
the importance of reporting local knowledge soon, as for instance, the fishermen population in
his country is dramatically decreasing, and their knowledge might disappear in upcoming
generations.
Second, experts mentioned challenges associated to scale mismatches. As ILK is very local,
and might only apply to a very specific area, it is difficult to scale up information from the very
local, to local, national, continental or global scales. Especially in view to the global assessment
which aims at generalizing and synthetizing information to the global scale, experts do identify
obstacles. One Malaysian MEP member illustrated the difficulty:
“The way ILK works is: you cannot scale up. (…) You can see some
trends, but you cannot scale up. (…) Because everything is just down,
not just within the country. In Malaysia, (…) we are divided: the
indigenous people in Penang Asia is very different from Sabah, and
Sabha is very different from Sarawak. Very different groups of people
with a very different origin. (…) To me, it is almost impossible to get
them involved. I don't know how IPBES will scale this. Even at a
national level, there is really problem to get the involvement.” (9)
However, an Ethiopian MEP member explained, that ILK can be embedded as specific cases
or examples in sub-regional, regional or global assessments, in addition to the synthesis of
commonalities. That way, it could help to bring attention to the world about biodiversity in
those specific parts of the world, and about what makes those areas unique.
5.2.3. Human resources
Lastly, five interviewees mentioned challenges resulting from a lack of ILK experts dealing
with this task. As IPBES is still dominated by science policy communities, experts are not
necessarily familiar with bringing those new visions into the science policy interface. One
Gabonese MEP member thinks that it is a challenge for IPBES to raise a strong team on ILK.
Other experts stated that the only way to overcome difficulties on how to involve ILK, is to
work with people who have specifically studied this area of expertise. Likewise, interviewees
mention the need of experts that have experience in generalising ILK in order to embed it in
large scale assessments such as the global assessment. However, it was mentioned that there
are already some experts involved that have experience with ILK, although it seems that more
human resources would be needed.

5.3. The role of media attention for reaching the ILK objective
In total, 14 of the 16 interviewees gave an estimation of the role of media attention in reaching
potential ILK holders. Results showed that 4 out of 14 thought that media plays a big role, 7
said that media plays a role but its influence depends on other factors, and 3 said that media
probably doesn’t play a big role.
Among the four interviewees that attributed the highest role to media attention in reaching ILK
holders, two mentioned some potential limitations, one of these encompassing language
barriers. More precisely, one expert identifies a mismatch as there are 3000 languages in the
world, and the UN are only communicating in six official languages (English, Spanish, Russian,
Chinese, Arabic and French). Therefore, potential ILK holders might not be reached.
Furthermore, another interviewee questions the ability of media to explain IPBES processes,
26

especially in regard to its novelty. Interestingly, the two others seeing a high potential in media
didn’t elaborate further on how exactly the media could help in achieving the ILK objective.
This could indicate that those experts made an intuitive estimation, but were not familiar enough
with the field of communication to give a more detailed answer. However, one emphasized on
the importance of media in informing the general public, which will be elaborated further in
Chapter 6.
The ones assigning a role to the media in reaching ILK holders, but more cautiously, shared
interesting line of thoughts. Four experts supposed that the role of media is not only highly
dependent on the regional context of targeted ILK holders, but also on the type of media used
for reaching them. The Trinidadian interviewee sees potential particularly in radio as he guesses
that most people are still in possession of such devices. Another expert mentions that ILK
holders living close to towns could easily be moved by the media, but again, this is highly
region dependent. A Georgian expert recognizes that media can play a good role in mobilizing
the ones having special knowledge by first raising awareness about IPBES processes and
thereby preparing them to share their knowledge. Furthermore, she guesses that newspapers
enjoying a great popularity within certain communities could be the most effective type of
media. The most concrete idea was given by a Japanese expert:
“I think in the case of Japan, the newspapers, especially local
newspapers, are always interested in ILK, so they are publishing some
of these knowledges in the local newspapers. That old guy says “so so
so”, that calls the attention of the local people. So the local
newspapers/local medias very often utilize these ILK issues to fill in
their papers. If we can encourage these activities of the local medias,
then I think it will become easier for making it public. And then, if
someone is looking through these local newspapers and compile them
and making it a good paper, that would be good. It's a good idea I think!
The local media is the key and not the national level media.” (16)
Four further experts recognize the power of media, among which one, however, questions the
availability of the media for topics such as ecosystem services. Next, one Ethiopian expert
appraises that media can help, but only if it has the skills and sensitivity to deal with these
people, as they require a special treatment and respect. One Malagasy respondent emphasized
that media plays a potentially important role, if it is informed about IPBES processes. Lastly, a
Chinese expert suggests to engage special journalists that could focus on a particular region in
order to reach on the local knowledge.
Finally, three interviewees were more sceptical towards the potential role of media, although
for distinct reasons. The first one explained that ILK holders are not necessarily aware of having
valuable knowledge, and thus, media might not successfully dispose their involvement. The
other expert assimilates less influence to media in reaching ILK holders as he firstly doubts that
ILK holders follow the media and secondly, that the media has the needed skills to help in this
regard. The third one didn’t give an explanation, but highlighted the immense importance of
media in informing the world about ILK holders’ world views.
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5.4. The role of societal publications for reaching the ILK objective
All 16 interviewees shared their opinion on the role of societal publications for getting ILK
holders involved. However, it has to be noted that most interviewees seemed to refer to the role
of social media exclusively, which slightly delimitates the informative value of the results.
Overall, almost half of the respondents ascribes a very important role to societal publications,
two of them perceive their role as important, two others could consider them playing a role, but
are not sure because of ILK holders’ questionable access to the internet, and four doubt their
importance for reaching ILK holders markedly.
Among the interviewees perceiving the role of societal publications as most important, two
answered briefly but determinedly and three highly ranked their importance, and further,
highlighted their preponderance over traditional media. However, one MEP member added that
using social media presumes a certain expertise, as first, messages should be as simple as
possible, and second, the users should know about the importance of ecosystem services.
Furthermore, he mentioned that instructed social scientists might be needed in this regard.
Another expert acclaimed the easiness and instant characteristics of social media.
Regarding the interviewees attributing an important role to societal publications, but with
slightly less determination, one didn’t explain his positive answer when asked about their
importance for the ILK objective. However, the second expert, a Chinese MEP member, gave
an illustrative answer:
“I think the social media is more important [than the mass media]. At
least in China, it’s like this, in the social media, we have got a lot of
small organizations, they take care of such local knowledge at the
moment.” (15)
Next, two interviewees see potential in societal publications, but one of them questions whether
the internet, and thus, social media, is widely spread among ILK holders. However, another
expert argued that mobile phones are more prevalent than one could expect, and that in any
case, raising awareness about IPBES has only advantages. The Georgian expert stated that the
importance of societal publications greatly depends on the region and the community, but that
printed media might be more effective.
The four remaining experts pronounced their doubts about a potential role of societal
publications for enhancing the participation of ILK holders. In addition to the reasons already
mentioned in the previous section for the role of media attention, several reasons were given.
One Spanish interviewee explained:
“I wouldn’t understand the media for the indigenous people, which also
is important, and the indigenous people are not just tribes in the middle
of the forest. I mean they do have internet and they do socialize like
anybody else. But they do have their own understandings and their own
visions, which are different from those that have been mostly influenced
by the Western science.” (12)
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Similarly, one Indian expert critically argued:
“See, you are talking of two different things. The kind of, when you say
ILK, the kind of people who are holding it, have low or little access to
the modern literature. So we need to look at different strategies for
doing that. That's why I am saying that ILK matters have to be looked
at very differently. And as you discussed that modern tools can spread
scientific knowledge, which is fine, but when it comes to ILK you need
to look at a different strategy on how to get it. It will have a role, but
see because you are not providing a level playing field. You and I use
computers, use laptops, things of the moment, you send me I
understand. But imagine if I don't have access to it, then how will we
communicate?” (13)
Overall, the reasons for experts to doubt over the role of societal publications in reaching ILK
holders seem to be linked to the uncertainty about whether they have access to this particular
media.

5.5. Conclusions
To conclude, the ILK objective of IPBES encompasses the involvement of ILK holders into
assessments. ILK holders are perceived as people who have a particular connection to their
natural surroundings, and through their close interactions with nature, they have accumulated
for them indispensable knowledge in the past hundreds to thousands of years. ILK is described
as hard to access, but at the same time, it is perceived as highly important for tackling
biodiversity pressures. Furthermore, interviewees stressed the novelty and ambitions related to
the ILK objective, not least because attempts of other organisations to involve ILK into
assessments in the past have failed. In fact, reaching the ILK objective is linked to a great
amount of challenges. Some of the challenges are linked to a conflict potential between the
Western science system and the ILK system, and this, because of highly differing values and
world views pursued by both types of knowledge holders. Other challenges arise from IPBES
requirements themselves; all the information used in IPBES assessments should originate from
papers published in scientific journals but ILK is mostly word-to-mouth knowledge, and thus,
it is not documented. Furthermore, ILK is very local, and interviewees see difficulties in
upscaling the acquired information to the regional, national and global scale. Lastly,
interviewees mentioned the lack of ILK experts dealing with this objective.
As for the role of media attention and societal publications in reaching ILK holders, a great
majority of interviewees do perceive it as important. However, the ones doubting about their
importance, although representing the minority, were at the same time the experts elaborating
the most on the “why not”. Moreover, their enunciated scepticism about using media for the
ILK objective are merely reinforced by valid arguments. In fact, there is large uncertainty on
the access of ILK holders to both traditional media and societal publications, and further, the
accessibility is dependent on the region, the culture and the awareness of ILK holders in having
the knowledge. Nevertheless, some experts seemed stimulated to think about this opportunity
by the questions being asked throughout the interviews, and eventually came up with creative
ideas for reaching ILK in their own countries (e.g. the Japanese expert suggesting to compile
local newspapers reporting about fishery knowledge, or the Chinese expert encouraging to use
the ILK shared in social media by local organizations).
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6. The role of media attention for IPBES’ impact
The previous chapter showed that media attention only plays a limited role in reaching the ILK
objective. This chapter, again based on the interviews conducted with IPBES experts, takes the
analysis further by investigating the role of media attention for IPBES to have an impact in a
broader sense. In this context, the IPBES impact is measured through first, the awareness of
citizens about IPBES, thus representing the societal impact, and second, through the achieved
uptake of IPBES assessments by governments and organisations, representing the impact on
policymaking. The first part reviews the impact and the past outreach of IPBES until now. Next,
the role of media attention for both the societal and political impact is elaborated. The last part
discusses several limitations potentially hampering an effective communication.

6.1. Past impact and outreach of IPBES
The first “real” question asked to interviewees concerned the impact of IPBES until now. As
the question neither specified the context nor the kind of impact, responses were spontaneous
and thus, provide a legitimate overview on the IPBES performance so far. In total, four
successful IPBES achievements were mentioned: the work on the conceptual framework of
IPBES, the methodological assessment about scenarios and models, the network built with other
international organisations or scientists, and especially, the first thematic assessment about
pollination, which was mostly perceived as a great success. In addition, two experts emphasized
on a high potential of IPBES due to its remarkable understanding of policymaker needs, and
thus, calling the attention of many organisations and governments.
However, regarding the real impact on policymaking until now, the impact perception ranges
between low and moderate. Except for two experts independently reporting that governments
in their countries recognized the importance of IPBES, a great majority of experts pointed out
that IPBES is just starting to influence policymaking, and that overall, it is too early to tell if
there has been an impact yet. Reasons for this included that IPBES is too young, and that policy
is slow in absorbing new information. For now, IPBES is still in the process of mobilizing
experts and networks, and is ambitiously seeking for acceptance by member countries.
Besides, experts from Georgia, Madagascar and Trinidad noted that the impact of IPBES on
policymaking is expected to take more time in some regions of the world, such as in Eastern
Europe, including Georgia, Rumania, Azerbaijan and close by countries, in the Caribbean
Islands and in developing countries in general. The same experts recognized a lack of national
human resources and networks dealing with the uptake of IPBES productions so far. Therefore,
special efforts should not only be made in mobilizing the scientific community, but also in
engaging policymakers. However, several experts expressed a high optimism for IPBES to have
a significant impact on global policymaking in the future. Interestingly, a great deal compared
the potential of IPBES to the success of The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), stating that completed IPBES assessments do have a comparable high quality to IPCC
assessments, and further, that IPCC also necessitated a great amount of years until it had an
impact, therefore, it will take a similar amount of time for IPBES to influence the global policy
arena. Next to the early stage of IPBES work, another limitation for the low to medium impact
of IPBES was identified, namely, the persevering scepticism of policymakers towards
scientists.
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As for the societal impact, questioned experts about the current awareness of IPBES among the
general public concordantly reported that the average citizen in their country is not aware of the
existence of IPBES. Here again, IPBES was compared to IPCC, claiming that unlike IPCC,
IPBES is not a household name yet. In some cases, this can be due to the activities of the
national focal points, missing to sufficiently spread the received information. But in general,
experts consider one of the reasons to be the difference in visibility between climate change
and biodiversity issues. Whereas climate change impacts can generally be observed and sensed
at a global scale, and thus call the attention of the general public, biodiversity issues are not
perceptible to the average citizen as issues are very local, and therefore, do not create the same
sense of urgency. Furthermore, experts mention a low societal awareness of IPBES due to a
restricted communication behaviour arising from IPBES, lacking on targeting media people.
When asked about the perception of media attention around the pollination report in late
February 2016, a great majority of experts interestingly did perceive it as high to very high
when evaluated globally. In fact, these perceptions do match the official numbers released by
the Secretariat, stating that “the IPBES pollination assessment report has been featured in more
than 28 languages at 1,300+ online news sites in 81 countries (plus print newspaper and radio
coverage)” (IPBES, 2016). However, on the national level, some experts interestingly noted
that their countries had a relatively low coverage, such as Sweden, Madagascar, Mexico or
Eastern European countries. Furthermore, some interviewees rather rated the media efforts
high, then the actual media attention. Moreover, seven experts highlighted that the media
attention was only fugacious, making “a big splash” (2) (8), but disappearing quite quickly
afterwards. Named reasons for a limited media attention included the competition for space in
media, the high quantity of media nowadays, and the lack of attention-calling context for the
pollination issue. Besides, the trial of podcasting the Plenary on the pollination report failed due
to time lapse difficulties. Overall, although media did report about the IPBES pollination report,
they are not perceived as being systematically around, and thus, the extension of a societal and
political impact of IPBES work is hampered. It is therefore of particular interest to investigate
about the “why” and the “how” of media attention in enhancing IPBES’ impact as perceived
by IPBES experts.

6.2. The role of media attention for IPBES’ societal impact
6.2.1. Creating awareness about IPBES and its assessments
First of all, media attention creates awareness about the existence of IPBES as well as about its
assessments, as the current Chair of IPBES explained:
“Media attention is absolutely vital to get on peoples’ radars. (…) The
way the general public for example will understand and learn about our
reports is through the media. They are not going to read our reports;
we don't have fora to speak to them.” (7)
When asked about the importance of media attention for IPBES assessments on a scale from 1
to 10, more than 75% of respondents instantly gave a score higher than 8, arguing that media
attention is crucial for assessments. For instance, one MEP member stated:
“10. I have absolutely no reservation saying 10. Otherwise we would
be sucking our thumbs; not really reaching out to the public.” (12)
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The question which entailed more disagreement, however, concerned the point of time in which
media attention should be happening; regularly or only when a IPBES product is finished? One
Colombian MEP member, who accumulated great experience with media attention in her home
country, stated that:
“Communication is completely an issue of repeating, repeating and
repeating. (…) “Hey, look, remember what I said a month ago, we keep
doing things…”” (1)
Referring to the global assessment, which IPBES is currently working on, one other expert
expressed:
“My hope is that we will spread the news that we are now coming up
with something important. And so it is not just waiting until it comes,
but on the way, wiping the way for a good acceptance.” (5)
Two other experts shared those opinions and recommended that the media should be involved
from an early stage of assessments on, by first preparing the media, by means of informing
them about what IPBES is currently working on, and as soon as there are some intermediate
results or conclusions, by spreading the messages among the public. This proposition would
also give an answer to another expert’s viewpoint, who argued that on the one hand, media
attention should be around during the process of assessments, because it helps the authors
sharpening their messages, but one the other hand, traditional media are typically not interested
in “half-products”.
In contrast, three interviewees consider media attention to be exclusively important when
products are finished. For example, one of those experts elucidated:
“To be really honest, we can’t have media every time, because we have
to have the product for the media. You can’t engage the media 24/7,
because you first have to create advices. But I would really consider,
when there are outcomes, products, to say, to give it to the public (…)
but not to really be everyday on what is being done in IPBES office. (…)
But the media is crucial when we have an outcome, or before the
outcome. But the engagement is crucial.” (10)
Hence, media attention is crucial for raising the awareness of the society about the existence of
the organisation, but also for sharing information about its achievements. However, thoughts
should be given on the timing, which requires the involvement of communication experts for
devising a best possible communication strategy.
6.2.2. Informing and educating about biodiversity issues
The next main finding about the role of media attention for IPBES in having a societal impact
addresses probably the most important point, namely, the education of the public about
biodiversity issues. In fact, and taken as a whole, IPBES indubitably doesn’t aim for the
recognition of its work or its prominence in the first place, but rather for enhancing biodiversity
conservation. As one of the experts stated during an e-mail exchange, “it is only through a
global awareness and participation that something good will be born for biodiversity and
ecosystem services” (10).
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Going back to the role of media for educating the public, one expert attributed them the
following capabilities:
“Media creates opinion. Media does not only inform; it creates
perceptions of urgency of a problem. Biodiversity might become a
problem, but we also have climate change, and we have lots of things
that are interrelated. And the media is basically a very powerful agent
in educating or mis-educating, and it’s a strategic partner for us.” (12)
Moreover, one Japanese expert gave an example that shows the correlation between media
attention and the societal interest in biodiversity issues:
“For example, in 2010, The Convention for Biological Diversity (CBD)
COP10 was held in Nagoya in Japan. And at that time, just before and
after that time, the media was very active for supporting the targets'
establishment. So the Japanese society was also interested in
biodiversity conservation at that time (…).” (16)
6.2.3. Enhancing public acceptance
Next, experts indicated that the media also has a role in enhancing public acceptance. As one
interviewee pointed out, using the media for communicating about IPBES is essential as this is
the only way to “pay-back” the public:
“We have to remember that any money that we get is coming from the
public. Because it’s coming from anyone who pays taxes, from what the
public is paying to the government. So if we don’t have a clear
connection to the public, the public will not be that conscious of the
usefulness, or not, of IPBES. So we need to be present in the media.”
(8)
In addition, IPBES communication is also a way to prepare the public for future policy measures
related to biodiversity conservation, as IPCC did with climate change:
“As for comparing IPBES and IPCC, IPCC is now very much more
recognized and everyone knows about it and so on, and that helps to
get money, but that also helps for the public awareness and the
acceptance of measures that might have an impact on the wellbeing or
in the short term. Because people are more prepared to do, but when
there is a broad awareness of climate change problems.” (5)
Thus, producing media attention is not only a way to get known, but also a way to encourage
the public to build a certain connection and familiarity to a topic (or an organisation), and thus
facilitating a societal impact in the long run.
6.2.4. Influencing behaviour
The last function of media attention goes further than the previous propositions; here, a few
experts indicated that media has the actual potential to influence the public’s behaviour. This is
particularly interesting because the literature review in Section 4.4 showed that, indeed, media
attention can enhance private sphere environmentalism among citizens exposed to the media.
However, exclusively evaluating the interviews with experts, it can be stated that such strong
influence is exerted stepwise. In the best case, an individual is firstly exposed to information
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about a certain topic, and through this, he develops interest and eventually seeks for more
information about it. After this, the individual can be considered educated and starts building
an opinion about this topic. Next, his opinion results in an attitude and eventually, in a
corresponding behaviour or habit. Nevertheless, this best case scenario depends on many factors
affecting the intake of individuals when exposed to environmental messages in the media.
Those factors are addressed and elaborated in the discussion of this chapter (see Section 6.4.1).

6.3. The role of media attention for IPBES’ impact on policymaking
The previous section shows that media attention plays a potentially great role in enhancing
IPBES’ societal impact. Thus, throughout the interference with the society, media attention
indirectly impacts policymaking (as illustrated in Figure 1 and explained in Section 1.4).
However, media attention also has a direct influence on policymaking. The points addressed by
interviewees in this regard are elaborated in this section.
6.3.1. Synthesizing information for stakeholders
To begin with, IPBES is an intergovernmental organisation which aims at responding to
policymakers needs. Therefore, each IPBES assessment is always accompanied by a so called
Summary for Policymakers (SPM). Those SPMs are directly conveyed to policymakers and
thus, are the official information source for policymakers. Besides, the previous section showed
that the media is an informing agent for the society, and as policymakers are equally citizens,
it self-evidently implies that the media is also an informant of policymakers. Regarding those
interrelations, however, interviewees did mention some interesting supplementary media
utilities in regard to informing policymakers.
To illustrate, one expert explained that the media give some additional insights as compared to
SPMs, because they relate issues to the society:
“[Referring to ecosystem services] You can bring together a lot of
experts, the social aspect, policy aspects, scientific aspects, but you
need media to synthesize. (…) the functions of ecosystems, and then
relate them to social issues, like migration and food security. And then
you need the media to relate these issues to the society. That is why you
need the media actively involved.” (3)
When asking another expert to explain the interlinkage between science, policy and the media,
he gave the following illustration:
“It is like a vehicle. Media is the vehicle. It brings the message from
scientists to policymakers.” (4)
Furthermore, this expert explained that media adds value to SPMs because they give more
information about the overall context: what is IPBES, what are its outcomes and what impacts
can be expected from those outcomes for both the public and policymakers. Therefore, the
media does play a direct and particular role in informing policymakers. One Swedish expert
even said:
“I am sure media always plays a role. In Sweden, we would say that’s
kind of the third body what rules the country.” (5)
In general, experts do uniformly agree that media plays a crucial role for having an impact on
policymaking.
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6.3.2. Creating urgency of biodiversity issues and pressuring policymakers
Furthermore, several interviewees mentioned that the more media attention would be given to
biodiversity issues, the more important this topic would become for policymakers. For example,
one expert said:
“Without the media, we will never succeed (…) look at the politicians
(…) they are dependent not only on having good staff in governmental
bodies, but also on getting information. And the media is important for
them to see what could be prioritized (…) it’s a kind of measure of the
size of importance of issues” (5)
And another expert stated:
“Media does not only inform; it creates perceptions of urgency of a
problem.” (12)
Thus, media attention permits policymakers to identify which are the problems to consider.
However, the media has even more power; According to a great deal of experts, the media plays
a role in pressuring policymakers to act. For example, experts made the following statements:
“Policymakers tend to move when things are in the media and they tend
to stop doing anything when it's not in the media. So media is crucial.”
(6)
“You can use the media to make it happen.” (8)
“Media helps. Because basically, policymakers listen to what the public
is interested in. The media has an important role to play in bringing up
issues. So if you bring up enough issues, the policymakers will notice
the problem.” (9)
“Media, they change the world. It's no question on whether media are
important, they are crucial!” (10)
To give a more concrete example on how this pressure can be exerted, one of the interviewees,
a Malaysian biologist, told about an experience he has had with the media. In Malaysia,
biodiversity rich limestone hills are being exploited by the industry, which is seriously harming
the environment. Concerning this matter, the expert declared to have engaged policymakers,
but also to have “shamed” them by reporting the state of things to mass media. When
researching about this story in the internet after the interview, it was found that, as a result,
strategies were drafted under the new National Policy on Biological Diversity (Cheng Li, 2015).
This anecdote shows the strong influence that media attention can have on policymakers when
used by scientists.
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6.4. Limitations of media attention for IPBES’ impact
The previous sections showed the importance of media attention for IPBES’ impact on both
society and on policymaking. Nevertheless, several obstacles can be encountered during the
process; first, regarding the actual media absorbance by the public, and second, regarding the
functioning of the media themselves. Those points are shortly addressed in what follows.
6.4.1. Factors affecting media absorbance by public
According to interviewees, several factors can affect the media absorbance by the general public
(including policymakers). Recognizing those is fundamental for mapping out a proper
communication strategy, and thus, for maximizing the impact of IPBES.
Context
The most mentioned influencing factor concerns the context of environmental messages
conveyed by media. Experts explained that the target audience has to be able to relate the issue
at hand to the impact that it can have on their own life. If not, the target audience might not
absorb the messages. In other words, biodiversity issues must be linked to something that is
important to them. Therefore, one interviewee underlined that before communicating, it is
important to reflect on who is the actual target audience, what is important to this target
audience, and what is meant to be shown to the audience? To illustrate, the Malaysian
interviewee elaborated on the case of the pollination issue in his country:
“We pushed more on the palm oil story because the public looks at
things that impact them directly. If you read a story, ‘Bees in America
dying’, ‘Europe is having problem with bees’, so what? It doesn’t affect
them. But if you talk about a story looking at palm oil industries
impacted by this, and you are going to lose XYZ, then they look at it.
The twist has to be very localised (…) your storyline must fit into the
context of the people.” (9)
More generally talking, one other interviewee explained that people only react and respond to
an issue when they realise that there is a “data connect” (13). Hence, as soon as the society will
get to see what will happen if biodiversity is lost, it will react. For instance, people did react
when they saw what impacts climate change would have on their livelihoods. Further, he
elaborated:
“The moment the common man knows that his food supplies are going
to get affected, and there is a connect between what happens in the
agricultural fields and what happens in the forest, and what happens to
bees, butterflies, pollinators; when people will be able to see those
connects, then, I am sure the sensitization of the need to conserve, to
preserve, to protect, everything will go up.” (13)
Language and framing
Next, interviewees adverted that thought shouldn’t only be given to “what” to write to “whom”,
but also to the “how”. An appropriate framing can greatly enhance the media absorbance by the
target audience:
“The way things are written or conveyed can generate further interest.
Not just one more news, but it can create a really big interest.” (12)
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More specifically, one interviewee advised that messages should be expressed in a simple way,
thus, avoiding scientific jargon. Moreover, they should be ready to use and include visuals. One
other expert exemplified the procedure:
“Once you know the target audience, you can package it appropriately.
If you, let’s say, are targeting research institutions, the way you
package information is more in a technical format. If you are targeting
a senior policymaker, then the language has to be less scientific jargon
and more short and concise. If you are targeting particular resource
users, for example farmers to change farming practices, to reduce the
use of pesticides and destruction of wild life, bees and so on, then it
needs to be packaged in a different way; probably a more audio-visual,
interactive thing at the farming community level.” (2)
Type of media
Finally, some interviewees mentioned that the choice of media type to convey messages
influences the effectiveness of communication. However, this point was not discussed in more
details.
6.4.2. How the media works
Regarding the functioning of the media, interviewees named several characteristics to be aware
of when developing a media strategy.
Opposing interests
First of all, several experts thought that mass media are generally not very interested in reporting
about biodiversity issues because of commercial reasons. In fact, the media seeks for subjects
that catch the interest of their consumers. And as mentioned in Section 6.4.1, the public is
interested in topics that affect them directly. Regarding the case of Eastern Europe, the Georgian
expert illustrated:
“Eastern European media is not preoccupied with environmental issues
in general. It's not the mainstream topic in media in our countries
because of other social and economic issues that are covered mainly in
our media.” (11)
For this reason, the expert estimated that independent media would probably be more available
for topics related to biodiversity and ecosystem services. However, it is firstly not clear how to
get those journalists involved, and second, those might think that if the formal mass media is
not interested, then their readers neither. This conflict of interest is closely linked to the
immense amount of news nowadays, redounding to an oppressive competition for coverage.
One expert further explained:
“There is a lot of competition in the media for space. And good news
is rarely news. In other words, journalists have this saying: Good news
is no news. That’s what they say, so we need to push a bit more and
make it into a note and making into an attractive note, it’s our work and
it’s the work of the journalists.” (8)
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The challenge is thus, to win the competition for coverage by making news about biodiversity
as appealing as possible. In addition to linking biodiversity news to human impacts, two experts
suggested to relate those to big events and to conflicts. An example for a big event would be a
summit on biodiversity. As for the conflicts, they could for instance be related to ILK
challenges, in particular about the conflicts originating from the different knowledge systems.
Lack of scientific understanding
The next point concerns the level of scientific knowledge of journalists. A great deal of
interviewees shared the concern of the media not fully understanding biodiversity issues or
IPBES procedures, and thus, feared that messages could be misrepresented or not explained
accurately. For example, one expert queried:
“I think media should play an important role, but the problem is that
they are not aware of these things; so how can they explain the news?”
(14)
Therefore, one expert said that once the media will understand the role of IPBES and its linkages
to other relevant topics, they will incorporate IPBES news into the media. Though, this
understanding can be hampered by the lack of scientific journalism. As one interviewee
explicated, this is particularly an obstacle in the developing world:
“We don’t have scientific journalism per se in most of the world. We
have scientific journalism in the developed world, in Europe, in the
United States, a little bit in Australia and so on; but everywhere else, it
is just opportunistic journalism. (…) In the ideal world, every country
in the world should have a team of scientific journalists; and those
would be the ones to capture the lessons from IPBES and put them in
the media. But that is hardly never the case.” (8)
One of the reasons for the lack of scientific journalists working for mass media is a result of the
internet and social media prevailing over national newspapers and television channels:
“The media is in a huge financial crisis; lots are getting redundant from
many big newspapers. The way communication is happening through
the web. And people are saying that young people in the US are not
watching TV anymore, that they are just on the Internet in the social
media. This is creating a huge problem in the traditional mass media
and it’s a huge challenge because science journalism, or environmental
journalism, is not one of the priorities of the mass media. They have
other priorities. And that’s a big big challenge because if they don’t
invest in this type of knowledge within the media, this resource, then
these mass media are not going to really understand the potential of
some of the news that we might have.” (12)
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Own dynamics
Finally, a particularity of the media is that they have their own dynamics. For instance,
regarding points of time in which they report about a specific topic, the media works in “cycles”
(2) (8):
“The media these days is a very tricky and funny animal to deal with.
They go on cycles and they go on peaks and then they disappear, on
peaks and then they disappear.” (8)
A great deal of interviewees made similar statements, especially referring to their perception of
media attention after the pollination report launch in early February 2016.
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7. The role of societal publications for IPBES’ impact
This chapter analyses the role of societal publications for IPBES’ general impact as perceived
by interviewees. To avoid any overlap with previous sections, the chapter only addresses the
main characteristics of societal publications in enhancing the impact of IPBES. In addition,
some comparisons between traditional media attention and societal publications are drawn. At
the end of the chapter, some of the limitations of societal publications are addressed.

7.1. Spreading awareness about IPBES and its work
In the case of social media, interviewees mentioned the power of sharing:
“I think societal ways of publishing is a good thing to do because
through Facebook, for instance, it’s very easy: once someone publishes
something, all of his friends/his contacts can get it.” (14)
By using social media channels, experts perceive a high potential in spreading awareness for
IPBES to get known by the public. One expert even stated that social media can help in
increasing the popularity of IPBES in order to make it a “household name” (13). This expert
also gave a suggestion on how to best spread the awareness. He referred to a successful social
media campaign which was ran in view to the World Environment Day in June 2016 and in the
aim of promoting zero tolerance to poaching of wild life. In this campaign, celebrities were
engaged in posting photos of different species and by using common tags publically accessible.
According to him, such campaign is favourable in maximising the outreach of IPBES’
messages.
Moreover, respondents attached a tremendous importance to social media, as well as to
presentations and interviews given by IPBES experts in building awareness about IPBES
outcomes. One expert mentioned that using such communication channels can improve the
“level of impact” (2) of IPBES products. However, he suspects that such communication
initiatives did not happen in a sufficiently large scale until now. In fact, many experts declared
not making use of any social media, justifying that most scientists associated to IPBES belong
to the “older generation” (8) and thus, are not familiar with the usage of such media.
Nonetheless, some exceptions could be found:
“Social media is one kind of media and it is of growing importance of
course. Everything tells that that kind of media has a huge impact,
Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat... But also of course, interacting. So I try
to be active myself, I am giving public presentations and I try to forward
what I can from IPBES via Twitter and Facebook; just to spread
information.” (5)
Finally, the current Chair of IPBES expressed the paramount importance of societal
publications other than social media:
“We need to make sure that not just the co-chairs of the assessment are
able to present our findings, but anyone that has been associated with
the pollination report or the scenario whenever has to be ready to have
an interview with television or newspaper reporters, etc., or answer
questions, at a conference or a workshop. Absolutely!” (7)
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7.2. Keeping visibility of biodiversity issues
Likewise, societal publications are important in increasing and keeping the visibility of
biodiversity issues, and thus, not necessarily linked to IPBES. They are perceived as essential
in bringing messages to the public. However, one expert mentioned that this will be important
as soon as messages will have more “substance” (7). When asked if social media are more
important than mass media, one expert stated:
“Yes! Because you can catch something and just write it down.” (4)
Thus, social media is a quick and easy way of showing biodiversity issues. For the case of
presentations, one other expert reported:
“I do it all the time, I give public lectures all over the place and when
I give public lectures, I always talk about ecosystem services,
biodiversity conservation or sustainable use. I may not necessarily
mention IPBES but the message of sustainable use makes it to the
general public.” (8)

7.3. Increasing comprehensibility and credibility
Another asset of societal publications are their higher comprehensibility and credibility as
compared to mass media. In fact, societal publications are induced by the IPBES experts
themselves, and thus, can’t be distorted by the interference of journalists. Therefore, the public
would tend to trust those messages more than if conveyed by traditional mass media. When
asked about the effectiveness of societal publications in enhancing the impact of IPBES, the
Georgian expert clarified:
“Yes, I think it will have a very good and positive outcome because
scientists are trusted, right? The general society, they think that if you
are an expert in a certain field, you know more, therefore, we can take
into consideration whatever this person is recommending. So yes
definitely, if it's done in a popular language, so that everyone
understands what they are talking about, it should be very effective,
yes.” (11)
The Japanese MEP member gave a similar statement to the above, and further, he shared an
experience that his institution made with a scientific project shared within a social network. The
scientists had connected a submersible to a mothership which was able to send live images of
the deep sea until a depth of 6000 meters, the entire route taking eight hours back and forth. At
that point of time, their social network page had about half a million subscribers. Interestingly,
although the broadcast of the images was interrupted due to technical issues in the last hours of
the process, the number of subscribers did not decrease because they wanted to see the return
of the submersible. The expert concluded:
“So if we scientists do something very well, then that can attract
millions of people to the natural science, to biodiversity issues.” (16)
In addition, social media can be a way to increase the comprehensibility of environmental
messages because when including pictures. Similarly, presentations can be more
comprehensible due to its interactive nature. However, the audience should perceive the link of
the discussed issue with the society. For example, the Turkish MEP member who teaches
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students about land degradation, increases the comprehensibility of such complex issues by
highlighting that 95 percent of the food comes from the soil. In such way, students can perceive
understand the importance of a healthy soil.

7.4. Promoting discussions
Finally, social media in particular play a role in promoting discussions and conversations about
biodiversity issues. In fact, such way of communication allows the direct interaction and
feedback of the audience, in opposition to traditional media, where the audience is most likely
passive. Here again, the Colombian expert shared an experience made through her presence in
social media. She reported that although her publications about biodiversity issues didn’t
influence policymaking, they had resulted in lots of discussions among her followers.

7.5. Limitations of societal publications for IPBES’ impact
The previous sections show the power of societal publications in strengthening the impact of
IPBES. Nevertheless, such ways of communication entail limitations which are shortly
addressed in what follows.
Preaching to the prior
The Mexican interviewee, which overall affiliates a crucial importance to societal publications,
however, remarked that making public presentations about environmental topics has one
considerable limitation:
“The message of sustainable use makes it to the general public. But at
the same time, because of the characteristics of the public that attends
those lectures, they are pre-selected. Therefore, you are preaching to
the prior. We need to make it attractive for the real public, to the Donal
Trumps of the world.” (8)
Target audience
Similarly, experts assimilate limitations to social media. According to them, social media do
not necessarily have the potential to reach all target audiences. For example, the Ethiopian
expert noted that in Ethiopia, unlike population in towns, the country folk may not be reached
by social media. Likewise, the Malaysian interviewee assimilates a good deal more influence
to newspapers than to social media.
Next, two interviewees mention that social networking may be effective in reaching the
youngsters, but it is not sufficient for reaching all the public. Besides, one expert stated that the
internet, and in particular, social media, are more influential for the public whereas traditional
mass media is more powerful when policymakers are targeted.
Language barrier
As already mentioned in Section 5.3, the language in which information is spread can be a
restriction as the UN only work in six languages. Especially with regard to the most used
language English, the Malagasy expert mentioned that sometimes people in Madagascar loose
interest in social media posts when they see that they are written in English and not in French.
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Uncontrollability
Lastly, one expert addressed the uncontrollability of social media:
“And the social media has its own role to play (…) and sometimes you
don't even know why things become viral or why things become
uncontrollable. So it's extremely important to keep an eye on how to use
the social media in a very intelligent way.” (12)
It is therefore important to be aware of this negative characteristic in order to make the best
possible use of social media.
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8. IPBES staff and public communication
The results of the qualitative study demonstrate the importance of media attention and societal
publications in enhancing the future impact of IPBES on policymaking and on the general
public. While media attention is more a top-down way for IPBES to communicate and are not
necessarily in the hands of IPBES experts, societal publications are more bottom-up and can be
initiated by IPBES members themselves. It is therefore of particular interest to gain insight into
the extent in which IPBES staff produces societal publications in view to formulate
recommendations. Thus, this chapter presents the results of the survey questionnaire distributed
among IPBES staff. First, the public communication behaviour of respondents is analysed.
Then, motivating and limiting factors for respondents to produce societal publications are
specified. Lastly, suggestions of respondents regarding public communication are reflected
upon. As the concept of societal publications is not imperatively widely known, this form of
communication is also referred to as public communication in this section. Further, is has to be
noted that because the survey only had a relatively low number of respondents, quantitative
results only show trends, whereas findings originating from text entries made by respondents
are more highly valued. Additional graphics and tables to the ones in this chapter can be viewed
in Annex D.

8.1. Background of respondents
In total, the questionnaire was filled in by 29 respondents. However, the number of respondents
dramatically decreased as the survey progressed. From 24 respondents, however, 8 indicated to
be employed by a research institute, 8 by a university, 6 by a governmental organisation, one
by a non-governmental organisation and one self-employed. This data indicates that a great
majority of respondents has a scientific background. From the remaining 17 respondents, all
were assigned to a task force within the IPBES, and thus, all actual questions on public
communication were answered by the target population.

8.2. Assessed public communication behaviour
According to the theory elaborated in Section 2.4, the actual behaviour of an individual is
influenced by three factors: the attitude towards the behaviour, the subjective norm, and the
perceived behavioural control. Those three factors lead then to an intention, and eventually,
increase the probability to result in an actual behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). In accordance with this
theory and as introduced in Table 1, results are presented per factor and their related items.
8.2.1. Attitude
The attitude of respondents towards public communication was measured by means of four
items, from which two addressed the perceived importance of public communication, and the
two others addressed the reasons for respondents to communicate. Responses to the first item
“How important is it for you to engage in public communication?” showed that half of the 22
respondents perceive public communication as extremely or very important, 36% as moderately
important and 18% as slightly or not at all important (Pie chart in Annex D).
Answers to the second item “How important do you think public communication is for the
following subjects?” for three IPBES related subjects and for four subjects related to the own
scientific research are represented in Table 2. Firstly, it can be remarked that public
communication about none of the listed topics was perceived as unimportant (or not at all
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important). Second, a great majority perceive communication about all the topics as important
or extremely important, with a minority choosing the option “neutral”. Third, the most
prominent topic option among the ones rated as “extremely important” is “IPBES products” (12
counts). In fact, this finding is in accordance with the qualitative study, which demonstrated
that all respondents perceive communication about IPBES products as crucial. Lastly, summing
the average counts for “important” and “extremely important” for IPBES related topics and
topics about the own scientific research, it can be remarked that respondents perceived public
communication about IPBES related topics (16 counts on average) as slightly more important
than about their own scientific research (13 counts on average).
Table 2: Counts for the question "How important do you think public communication is for the following subjects?" for 7
subjects on a Likert scale from Not at all important to Extremely important (16-18 respondents)

Not at all
Extremely
Unimportant Neutral Important
important
important

Total

IPBES products

-

-

1

5

12

18

IPBES
meetings/events

-

1

2

11

4

18

IPBES aims

-

-

2

8

8

18

Average for
IPBES related
subjects

-

0,33

1,67

8

8

18

Findings of your
(scientific)
publications

-

-

2

8

6

16

Progress of your
current research

-

1

3

9

3

16

Ideas for further
investigation

-

-

4

6

6

16

Implications of
your findings for
society

-

-

2

7

7

16

Average for
own research
related subjects

-

0,25

2,75

7,5

5,5

16
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The next item asked respondents to allocate the level of importance to several reasons for
communicating with the public. The results, which can be viewed in Figure 5, first of all show
that, expect for raising funds, none of the reasons are perceived as unimportant (or not at all
important). Next, by summing and comparing the counts for “important” and “extremely
important” for each reason, three reasons for respondents to communicate slightly predominate:
to raise awareness of their field of research (13 counts), to contribute to public debate (13
counts) and to inform the public (13 counts). In contrast, summing the counts for “not at all
important”, “unimportant” and “neutral” show that the least important reasons are to raise funds
(7 counts), to improve the reputation of their institution (5 counts) and to be recognised by peers
and research institutions (5 counts). However, raising awareness about science in general,
raising awareness about IPBES’ existence and activating other to do something are also
important reasons to communicate to the society, although not being the predominant reasons.

Figure 5: Bar chart showing the associated level of importance of respondents to several reasons for engaging in public
communication on a Likert scale from Not at all important to Extremely important (13-14 respondents)

The last item measuring the attitude towards public communication asked respondents to write
down their main reason for engaging in public communication. Some of the reasons were
comparable to the ones of the previous item (Figure 5), including informing the public and
contributing to public debate. However, “new” named reasons were given and can be
summarised into: to have an impact on policymaking (named by 4 respondents), to improve the
environment (named by 3 respondents), to interchange knowledge between scientists and
citizens (named by 3 respondents), to increase social justice (named by one respondent) and to
increase the understanding of the public about issues addressed by IPBES (named by one
respondent).
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Overall, the behavioural beliefs respondents associate with public communication are positive;
they perceive it as relatively important and name positive outcomes such as the awareness
raising of the public and the ultimate influence on policymaking regarding environmental
friendly policies.
8.2.2. Subjective norm
To assess the subjective norm, and thus, the social pressure that respondents may feel in
performing public communication, one item was included in the survey. This item asked
respondents to express their level of agreement with two statements “My colleagues at IPBES
engage in public communication” and “My colleagues at IPBES approve of my engagement in
public communication”.
The results, which are represented in Figure 6, are divergent, but give a slight indication that
respondents do not perceive their IPBES colleagues as clearly engaged in public
communication: from 16 respondents, none strongly agreed with the first statement, 37,5%
agreed, and the remaining 62.5% stayed neutral, disagreed or strongly disagreed. This finding
could indicate that the normative expectations on public communication are not very high
within IPBES; and in fact, individuals tend to feel more pressure to exert a certain behaviour if
they perceive this behaviour as a norm in their working environment.
Furthermore, responses to the second statement showed that more than half of respondents do
perceive their colleagues as approving their engagement in public communication. Those ones,
presumably not feel the pressure to upscale their public communication their behaviour.
However, the remaining respondents were neutral or disagreed with the statement, which either
suggests that those ones are indifferent to others’ expectations, or that they estimate their own
behaviour as not fulfilling the normative expectations of their IPBES colleagues.

Figure 6: Bar charts showing the level of agreement in counts for the statements “My colleagues at IPBES engage in public
communication” and “My colleagues at IPBES approve of my engagement in public communication” on a Likert scale from
Strongly disagree to Strongly agree (16 counts)
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Taking the results of both statements together, it can be suspected that a majority of respondents
do not perceive the normative expectations on public communication as high within the IPBES
community, and therefore, do not feel high pressure to perform such activity.
8.2.1. Perceived behavioural control
In total, five items were included in the survey to assess the perceived control over respondents’
public communication; two items aimed at revealing the perceived “feasibility” of public
communication and the three others were targeted on identifying both the limiting and
facilitating factors influencing the perceived feasibility. To the question “Say you want to
engage (more) in public communication, how easy or difficult do you think that will be?”, none
of the 14 respondents estimated it to be very easy or very difficult, 6 chose the option “neutral”,
3 perceive it as easy and 5 think it would be difficult (Pie chart in Annex D).
The next item aimed at relating the perceived feasibility of communication towards specific
groups of people and asked “How easy is it for you to communicate to the following groups
about biodiversity?”. As visible in Figure 7, respondents consider it as “very easy” to talk about
biodiversity when addressed to researchers/peers (7 counts), students (6 counts) and
policymakers (1 count). Summing “easy” and “very easy” counts for each group, here again,
researchers (11 counts) and students (10 counts) stand out as most easy groups to talk to. In
contrast, when summing “difficult” and “very difficult” counts, business people emerge as the
most difficult group to communicate to about biodiversity (9 counts). Finally, the groups to
address with more neutral difficulty are the remaining groups: policymakers, journalists and
citizens.

Figure 7:Bar charts showing the partitioning of counts for the question "How easy is it for you to communicate to the
following groups about biodiversity?” on a Likert scale from Very difficult to Very easy (13-14 counts)
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As for the limiting factors, respondents were asked “In what way do the following factors limit
you in your communication to the public?”. Considering the partitioning of counts for the
different suggested factors in Figure 8 , and when adding the counts for “a lot” and “some”, the
most limiting factors appear to be: time constraints (8 counts), institutional constraints (7
counts) and the fear that the message will be misunderstood or misinterpreted (7 counts).
However, time constraints are the most limiting factor, as it received the most counts in the “a
lot” category. On the other hand, not wanting to be a messenger of bad news, being afraid of
public scrutiny and financial constraints are mostly not perceived as plain limiting factors.
Lastly, other individually named limiting factors included internet access, health conditions,
seriousness of target audience to act, and the often usage of English language.

Figure 8: Bar charts showing the partitioning of counts for the question "In what way do the following factors limit you in
your communication to the public" on a Likert scale from None to A lot (14 respondents)

To identify potential facilitating factors for public communication, respondents were asked
“How interested would you be to get a training on: how to write about your research for the
general public; how to write a press release; how to give an interview for radio, television or
newspaper; how to use social media?”. For each of the training suggestions, almost half of the
14 respondents indicated to be not (very) interested; the most unpopular training suggestion
being on how to write about their research for the general public. Among the counts for very
interested and somewhat interested, however, training about how to write a press release was
the most popular choice (5 counts) (Bar charts in Annex D).
Lastly, respondents were asked “How could IPBES support you in your public communication
activities?”. Suggestions included: to provide “ready-to use” material for public communication
(suggested by 3 respondents); to make a media training seminar for the IPBES family
(suggested by 2 respondents); to develop communication tools (suggested by one respondent);
to interact on twitter and thus enabling “retweets” (suggested by one respondent). In contrast,
three respondents indicated to not be interested in any support from IPBES regarding public
communication.
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To conclude, respondents overall perceive an upscale in their public communication activities
as feasible. However, this perceived feasibility greatly depends on which audience groups are
targeted; Especially business people, policymakers, journalists and citizens are not perceived
as easy to talk to about biodiversity. In addition, limiting factors such as time and institutional
constraints, as well as the fear to be misunderstood can impede their public communication.
Therefore, facilitators of public communication such as a training on how to write a press
release or a more general media training could help in increasing the perceived control over
public communication. Regarding communication about IPBES in particular, “ready-to-use”
materials from IPBES and about IPBES could facilitate public communication at an individual
level.
8.2.2. Intention
The intention of respondents to perform public communication was assessed by means of the
item “I plan to invest more time on public communication” on a Likert scale from “definitely
not” to “definitely yes”. From 14 respondents, none answered “definitely yes”, 6 indicated
“probably yes”, 3 chose the option “might or might not”, 4 said “probably not” and one stated
“definitely not”. In other words, although none of the respondents is clearly keen to upscale
their public communication, a great majority estimates an increase in the future, or in some
ways, doesn’t exclude it (Pie chart in Annex D).
8.2.3. Behaviour
Finally, an own estimation of respondents on their actual public communication behaviour
was assessed by asking “On average, how often do you engage in the following activities?”
for 15 public communication activities. The results are presented per frequency and per
communication activity in Table 3. Among the 15 respondents, the only performed activity on
a daily or weekly basis is the posting of work-related messages on social media (4 counts).
Next, counts for monthly activities are low; with respectively one count for 7 different
activities, and 3 counts for the activity of advising governmental organisations. Next, the most
performed public communication activities in the frequencies once or a few times per year
include to give a presentation for non-specialist audiences (11 counts), to advise governmental
organisations (10 counts), to publish a press release (9 counts), to talk to business
corporations or non-governmental organisations (9 counts), to write for a newspaper (9
counts) and to write for a non-specialist magazine (9 counts). Furthermore, several
respondents indicate to participate in a public debate (8 counts), to collaborate with teachers
or schools (8 counts), to participate in an open day (8 counts), to give an interview on the
radio (8 counts) and to collaborate with a museum (7 counts) once or few times per year.
Next, activities with the frequency “(almost) never” have on average 7.2 counts; the most
rarely performed activities being to appear on television (12 counts) and to write for a blog
(10 counts).
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Once a year

About monthly

About weekly

(Almost) daily

Total

Publish a press release

6

2

7

-

-

-

15

Be interviewed for a newspaper

4

5

5

1

-

-

15

Write for a newspaper

6

6

3

-

-

-

15

Give an interview on the radio

7

5

3

-

-

-

15

Appear on television

12

2

1

-

-

-

15

Post work-related messages on social
media

8

1

1

1

1

3

15

Write for a blog

10

2

2

1

-

-

15

Participate in a public debate

6

1

7

1

-

-

15

Give a presentation for non-specialist
audience

3

3

8

1

-

-

15

Collaborate with teachers/schools

7

5

3

-

-

-

15

Participate in an open day

7

5

3

-

-

-

15

Write for a non-specialist magazine

6

6

3

-

-

-

15

Collaborate with a museum

7

3

4

1

-

-

15

Talk to business corporations/NGOs

5

3

6

1

-

-

15

Advise governmental organisations

2

1

9

3

-

-

15

A few times
per year

(Almost) never

Table 3: Number of counts for the question "On average, how often do you engage in the following activities?" for 15 public
communication activities on a Likert scale from (Almost) never to (Almost) daily (15 respondents)

Considering the self-estimated numbers of respondents’ engagement in public communication
only, it can be concluded that more than half of them (almost) never communicate to the public.
As for the other half, they engage in public communication, but mostly casually rather than
systematically. Lastly, public communication by means of social media, presentations and
advices to governmental organisations are the most frequently performed forms of public
communication among respondents.
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8.3. Conclusions
According to the theory of planned behaviour, the attitude, the perceived norm, and the
perceived control over the performance of public communication influence the extent to which
individuals intend to engage in public communication, and eventually, the extent of its actual
performance. Therefore, the findings of all influencing factors are synthesized into a prediction
of the “real” public communication behaviour of the sample.
Overall, the attitude of respondents towards public communication is positive as most of the
respondents qualified it as important, especially in view to raise awareness of the general public
and to cause changes in policymaking. However, the subjective norm on public communication
within IPBES communication is relatively low, and thus, there is only restricted social pressure
among the IPBES community to engage in public communication.
Also, several factors potentially impede both the extent and the perceived feasibility of
respondents’ public communication. Some target audiences such as business people,
policymakers and journalists are not considered as very easy to talk to when it comes to
biodiversity; and this is presumably also linked to the fact that a great deal of respondents fear
to be misunderstood or misinterpreted by their audience.
In addition, many respondents indicated to be limited by their time schedule as well as by the
lack of support provided by their institution. In this regard, implementing respondents’
suggestions on how IPBES could support their public communication activities, namely, to
organise a media training for the whole IPBES family and to provide standard material, could
help overcome the institutional limitations. In addition, providing standard material could also
help overcome the time constraints, as individuals would not need to prepare their own
messages about IPBES.
Furthermore, responses to one item of the survey which asked about the level of agreement to
the statement “I am very satisfied with the current communication activities of IPBES.” showed
that out of 14 respondents, none strongly agreed and only one respondent agreed, 8 neither
agreed nor disagreed and 5 (strongly) disagreed. Once again, this finding shows that public
communication is not yet largely performed by and within IPBES, and does not set high
expectations on all its members.
Nonetheless, most respondents estimate a slight increase in public communication activities in
the future. This makes sense as IPBES members recognize the importance of public
communication for both the advancement of IPBES’ and their own field of research. However,
most seem to miss a more top-down “push” to do so. As for the ones already engaging in public
communication, most of them likely rely on causality; the most frequent activities, namely to
give presentations and to advise governmental organisations, can arise from their working
duties rather than from their initiative.
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9. Discussion
In this chapter, several discussion points are addressed for the literature review, the results
originating from the interviews and the survey questionnaire on public communication.

9.1. The literature review
The literature review was aimed at giving examples of how media attention can stimulate public
involvement in environmental issues. Although this objective hypothesises a positive
correlation between media attention and public involvement beforehand, and thus,
predominantly entail positive examples rather than negative examples, interfering factors such
as environmental beliefs and self-efficacy (e.g. Huang, 2016), risk perceptions (e.g. Zhao et al.,
2011), social pressure (e.g. Chan, 1998) and media dependency (e.g. Ho et al., 2015) of
individuals are not disregarded. Future studies could analyse more in depth the extent to which
those factors can hamper (or stimulate) public involvement, and to what extent they interfere
with the power of mass media on the society. Further, they could relate those factors to the
subject of biodiversity loss, as for now, studies investigating the effect of media mostly focused
on climate change (e.g. Huang, 2016, Zhao et al., 2001).
The examples included in the literature review arise from various studies which for the most
part, used distinct concepts and/or methodologies. For instance, scholars use the concepts media
use, media exposure or media coverage, whereas this study uses the concept of media attention.
Similarly, approaches of researchers in testing their hypotheses varied between real time
monitoring of users, survey questionnaires, or literature reviews. Thus, comparing findings of
these studies with each other can be challenging. However, a background on the concepts,
approach and context is given for each of the studies presented in the literature review. This
allows a better comprehension of final conclusions.
Next, the literature review included examples for each type of public involvement (science,
policy, public and private sphere environmentalism). However, the amount of examples per
section varied. Whereas the role of media in enhancing public involvement in policymaking
was largely investigated by researchers, the role of media in enhancing public involvement in
science, for example, is more narrowly studied. This suggests that more research about the role
of media in triggering public participation in science could be conducted to learn more about
this interrelation. This would be interesting for scientists and organisations such as IPBES
aiming at involving the public into their research.
The literature review attained its purpose, namely, to stress the power of media in both reaching
the society and in triggering the involvement of the general public in environmental issues. In
addition, the comprehensive and innovative concept of ‘public involvement in environmental
issues’ adds value to the results and enables to demonstrate a variety of opportunities for public
involvement. With regard to the complexity of environmental issues, it is particularly valuable
to consider diverse levels and scales of public involvement. In essence, this study raises
awareness about the importance of media attention for IPBES, but also for any other individual
or organisation who aims at involving the public in the path towards tackling environmental
issues.
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9.2. The ILK objective
Regarding the role of media attention and societal publications in reaching the ILK objective
discussed in Chapter 5, it has to be remarked that originally, the assumption was that IPBES
wants to involve the knowledge of the general public, and therefore, the literature review on
public involvement in science would give examples on how media attention could help in
reaching this objective. However, the interviews with IPBES members revealed a much
narrower definition of ILK, which in fact, excludes the knowledge of the broader general public,
and rather focuses on a very specific type of knowledge. In this case, the main target appeared
to be indigenous communities who are not necessarily exposed to mass media or the internet.
Therefore, the operationalisation of the concept of public involvement used in the literature
review, in particular public involvement in science, contrasts with the IPBES definition of
public involvement, and hence, somewhat disjoins the results of both sections.
Nevertheless, the section on ILK gives insight into the role of media attention and societal
publications in reaching the ILK objective, and thus, answers the research question. According
to interviewees, media attention is not the strategical priority in reaching the ILK objective;
they rather recommend to make use of already existing ILK networks, to build a participatory
mechanism, to engage more ILK experts and to build trust with ILK holders. However, a study
by Owiny, Mehta and Maretzi (2014), which proposes the use of social media and mobile
technologies in preserving and disseminating indigenous knowledge and skills in East Africa,
suggests that in fact, some initiatives using internet technologies for collecting ILK are already
existing (e.g. the Ulwazi programme, the Ara Iritja project and the Archive of the Indigenous
Languages of Latin America). Furthermore, the authors see high potential in the use of radios
and give examples of two successful initiatives, the African Farm Research Initiative and the
Digital Green Project, which respectively, disseminate agricultural information in Africa and
India. Those findings are in accordance with propositions made by interviewees in this study,
namely, to make use of radio and social media to reach the ILK objective. Therefore, to enhance
the comprehension of ILK, and to overcome the obstacles encountered in involving such
knowledge into scientific assessments, future studies specially focused on how to involve ILK
may investigate the opportunities named by experts, but should not neglect the role of media,
especially the role of social media, radios, and local newspapers.

9.3. The role of media attention and societal publications for IPBES’ impact
Although none of the interviewees are an expert in communication, all of them recognize its
importance, and a great deal independently raised their concern about a lack of communication
in and around IPBES. Furthermore, all points addressed by experts reflect reality as they are
based on real life experiences. In fact, the findings that media attention informs and educates
the general public, that it acts as a “synthesizer” of information for stakeholders, and that it can
influence behaviour, are consonant with findings of a study made by Tamam and Abdullah
(2015). The study examined the perception of journalists on the role of media, and found, that
media is an “interpreter”, “disseminator” and “mobilizer”.
Furthermore, conducting interviewees with IPBES scientists is purposeful for other reasons.
First, this study aims at helping IPBES and since IPBES mostly consists of natural scientists,
the non-jargon language of this study is propitious for creating a general understanding of media
attention for anybody involved in the platform. Second, the interviewees are part of IPBES, and
thus, possess the “insider knowledge” which put them in the position to evaluate the current
impact of IPBES, to analyse flaws and to reflect on challenges of processes, and to relate the
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role of media specifically to IPBES. Third, this study intends to call the attention of all IPBES
members to not neglect the importance of communication. The insights and following
recommendations of this study can then serve as a basis for communication experts to build
upon, but also for scientists to take action themselves.
Lastly, the societal publications concept turned out to be slightly unclear to interviewees as
many responses exclusively focused on social media. Therefore, the resulting sections
analysing the role of societal publications are in some extent divided into on the one hand, the
role of social media, and on the other hand, the role of the remaining societal publications.
Although this division can cause ambiguities for the reader, it leads to an additional insight,
namely, that social media is considered as the most powerful societal publications.

9.4. The survey questionnaire
The survey questionnaire had a relatively low number of respondents with answer quota ranging
from 29 to 14 responses. Although this small amount of data, I argue that this sample size is
representative. In fact, clear trends of public communication behaviour could be identified,
showing that IPBES scientists do not systematically perform public communication activities.
Those trends do match with findings of other studies, such as the Royal Society survey (2006),
the survey of TNS (2015), the survey of BBSRC (2014), the cross-national survey of Bentley
and Svein (2011) and the survey of the Pew Research Center (2009). Moreover, the same
studies found that time constraints represent the most limiting factors for scientists to
communicate, which is conform to the finding of this study.
Although a higher response rate would add qualitative validity to the conclusions, no study has
ever investigated the public communication behaviour of IPBES staff before, which make the
findings valuable in triggering the public communication activities performed by the IPBES
community. Also, as the analysis of the results is based on the theory of planned behaviour by
Ajzen, the survey can be easily reproduced by researchers in the future.
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10. Conclusions and recommendations for IPBES
This chapter first summarizes conclusions made throughout the study and then, synthesizes the
findings in order to achieve the main objective of this study, namely, to explore and assess the
role of media attention and societal publications in reaching the IPBES objective on public
involvement, and in helping IPBES to have an impact on both the society and policymaking.
Finally, recommendations are formulated for enhancing the public communication and public
involvement around IPBES.
The literature review demonstrated that, indeed, media attention can stimulate public
involvement in environmental issues. However, depending on the type of public involvement
that is aspired, and depending on the type of media from which the attention is arising, some
differences in approaches can be highlighted. For stimulating public involvement in science,
for example in citizen science projects, results showed that newspapers and the internet are the
most stimulating type of media. In order to ensure a long-term and active participation of
citizens (and not only the recruitment of citizens), however, the messages sent by the media
should highlight the personal benefits that citizens can gain by participating. Furthermore,
results showed that all types of media can stimulate public involvement in policymaking i.a.
because they increase the political knowledge of the public. However, if the aim is to stimulate
the participation of citizens in local political events, such as deliberative forums and debates,
local media are more powerful. Interestingly, studies showed that framing environmental
political messages in a negative way, can result in more public involvement in political
activities.
As for stimulating public involvement in public sphere environmentalism, for example in
environmental organizations and demonstrations, both the mass media and the internet are
influential. Here, literature showed that the extent to which the public reacts to the incitement
of the media, also greatly depends on the personal beliefs and risk perceptions that individuals
perceive about the environment. Further, the self-efficacy of individuals in taking mitigation
actions can influence the outcome of media attention on public involvement. Finally, the
literature review showed that public involvement in private sphere environmentalism can be
stimulated by all types of media, although some studies found that traditional media can be
more effective. Nonetheless, scholars find that media is not exactly the most stimulating factor
in triggering such involvement. In fact, private sphere environmentalism can equally arise from
the social pressure (directly or indirectly) provoked by the surroundings of individuals;
environmental friendly behaviour performed by the family, friends or neighbours can animate
individuals to act in the same way. In particular youngsters can be more influenced by peers
and parents than by media attention.
The semi-structured interviews with IPBES members enlightened upon the aspired objective
on public involvement into IPBES assessments: the ILK objective. Unlike assumed, results
showed that the ILK objective doesn’t encompass the knowledge of the broader general public,
but rather the knowledge held by very local and indigenous communities. Those communities
appear to have a very close relationship to nature, and therefore, possess special knowledge
about the ecosystems in which they live and interact. Although ILK is hard to access and highly
ambitious, its incorporation into IPBES assessments is qualified as very important and
innovative for coping with environmental pressures linked to biodiversity changes. However,
many challenges have the potential to hamper its successful achievement. The ILK system
conflicts with the Western science system as both systems endorse discordant values and world
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views. Also the lack of documentation of ILK and the very localised trait of ILK represent great
challenges, as IPBES stipulates the inclusion of published information only, and aims at
involving (and upscaling) the knowledge into sub-regional, regional, continental and global
assessments. Therefore, involving ILK holders requires expertise, which interviewees perceive
as currently insufficiently represented among IPBES.
The interviews also enlightened upon the perceived value of media attention and societal
publications for reaching the ILK objective; opinions diverged between very important and not
very important. Illustrative examples showed that media can play a role, especially radios and
local newspapers, as those communication channels are assumedly more widely spread among
ILK holders than televisions, magazines or the internet. Also social media can help in reaching
the objective, in particular when used in countries where mass media are controlled by the
government. However, some interviewees were more sceptical, and questioned whether the
media was available for ILK related topics, and whether journalists possess the necessary skills
and sensitivity to address ILK holders. More generally, the role of media attention and societal
publications first of all depends on the access of ILK holders to such communication channels,
and second, on whether ILK holders are aware of having information worth spreading.
Therefore, media attention and societal publications can potentially play a role in reaching the
ILK objective if the identified ILK holders have access to those channels, but strategies should
also consider other tools, such as making use of already existing networks of ILK communities
and building participatory and trust building mechanisms.
There was more agreement among interviewees on the value of media attention and societal
publications for enhancing the impact of IPBES on both the society and policymaking; most
interviewees would qualify their role as crucial. Regarding the role of media attention on the
society, interviewees recognize that it is the approach to prioritize in creating awareness about
IPBES and its assessments, as currently, the awareness about IPBES among the general public
is estimated as very low in comparison with organisations such as the IPCC. Furthermore, mass
media and the internet are powerful in informing and educating the public about biodiversity
issues. Experts also believe that media attention about IPBES and biodiversity issues can
enhance the public acceptance for future implementation of policies and lastly, that it can
influence the behaviour of the public. Regarding the role of media on the impact on
policymaking, the media acts as a synthesiser of information because it i.a. relates scientific
findings to the society. Media attention about biodiversity issues (and IPBES) also creates
urgency about those issues and thus, can pressure policymakers to act.
However, the extent to which media attention play those roles can be inhibited by the actual
media absorbance of the public when exposed to environmental messages. More specifically,
the media absorbance depends on whether the public can perceive how the discussed issues
affect its livelihood, but also on the language and the communication channel being used. Also
the media themselves can hamper the effectiveness; interviewees appraised that journalists can
be more interested in economic and political issues when compared to environmental issues,
and that journalists can have a lack of scientific understanding for transmitting messages
adequately. Lastly, interviewees perceive the media dynamics as unstable, as media attention
for a certain topic can be high in at some point of time, but that it can disappear quickly after.
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Regarding the role of societal publications for enhancing the impact of IPBES, interviewees
mostly referred to the use of social media, and highlighted several functions of this
communication channel. First, social media has the power to spread the awareness about IPBES
and biodiversity issues because posts can easily be shared among friends or followers, but it
also plays a role in keeping the visibility of those issues for the public. More in general,
interviewees stated that societal publications increase the comprehensibility of scientific issues,
and because the society tends to trusts scientists, they also increase the credibility of the
information. Lastly, social media in particular promotes discussions as the public is able to give
direct feedback. Nevertheless, societal publications were found to encompass some limitations.
Regarding presentations, they can have a limited effect as people attending them are already
interested in the discussed topic, and thus, they don’t have the power to reach out to the broader
public. Regarding social media, they are particularly effective in reaching the youngsters, but
not necessarily the older generations. In addition, social media are perceived as uncontrollable
as they can be unpredictable (e.g. which posts become viral or not). Finally, societal
publications can be limited by the language in which they are produced, as for example, English
is not spoken everywhere.
The survey questionnaire, although being filled in by relatively few respondents, gave
indications about the public communication behaviour of IPBES members. Following the
approach on planned behaviour, it was found that overall, the attitude of respondents towards
public communication is positive as respondents recognize its importance. Furthermore, their
main reasons to perform public communication is to raise the awareness of the public for
biodiversity issues (and IPBES), but also, to ultimately provoke changes in policymaking. As
for the subjective norm, responses suggested that it is somewhat low; the social pressure among
IPBES members to exert public communication is small. Answers to the questions measuring
the perceived control over public communication indicated that respondents perceived is as
relatively feasible, although talking to business people, policymakers and journalists is
perceived as slightly more difficult. Regarding the intention to increase public communication,
almost half of the respondents estimate to increase it in the future. As for the actual performance
of public communication, results gave clear indications that half of respondents almost never
produce societal publications. The other half does perform public communication, but mostly
in a frequency of “once a year” or “a few times per year”.
To conclude, the media is a powerful tool to close the communication gap between science,
policy and the society as preliminary suggested. Furthermore, media attention for
environmental issues opens the door for a variety of opportunities for public involvement,
although not necessarily for involving ILK holders. IPBES members do uniformly recognize
the importance of media attention for IPBES in maximizing its impact on both the society and
policymaking, and most of them also recognize the importance of public communication
exerted by the scientists involved themselves. However, they do not currently actively perform
it, which can partly be explained by the lack of social pressure among the IPBES family to do
so. Therefore, several top-down and bottom-up approaches are recommended to undertake in
order to greaten IPBES’ impact.
First of all, it is clear that a great majority of the IPBES family clearly has a background in
natural sciences, and therefore, most of the scientists do not believe to have the needed expertise
in dealing with communication matters. However, throughout the interviews, many valid
suggestions were given on how to improve the communication strategy of IPBES. Experts
uniformly recognized that, first of all, the awareness about the existence of IPBES should be
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considerably raised. As many experts referred to the success to IPCC, and to IPBES having
successfully built a network with other UN entities, one way to raise the awareness of IPBES
could be to take advantage of those “household names”, to make use of the already existing
networks and materials of those entities, and to “piggy-back” on their popularity. Second, it is
recommended that IPBES systematically involves communication experts rather than to rely on
special events such as the publication of completed assessments for hiring communication
personnel. Regarding the enhancement of public communication originating from the experts
involved in IPBES, findings indicate a lack of social pressure in doing so. Hence, regularly
providing standardized material aimed at public communication to all IPBES staff could be a
way to encourage scientists involved to communicate, but also to augment the normative
expectations on public communication among all members. These materials could then be used
and shared by the scientists in their home countries. In fact, the network of scientists involved
in IPBES is tremendous and highly international; making use of this internationality could result
in a rapid awareness building of IPBES on a global scale. Furthermore, IPBES could help
scientists in boosting their self-efficacy on public communication by providing a media training
for the IPBES family.
Scientists involved in IPBES are recommended to increase the frequency of their public
communication activities related to the findings of their own research. In particular, scientists
could send out press releases about their findings, and link those to IPBES, as the stories would
then gain internationality and outreach. Furthermore, experts could make use of the particularity
of media working in “cycles”: The nature equally works in cycles. If scientists take the initiative
to communicate about a topic of actuality in nature, the journalists will follow. Lastly, IPBES
scientists are recommended to make regular use of social media, as this public communication
activity is likely to take the least amount of time, and at the same time, has the highest potential
in spreading awareness about IPBES and its assessments.
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IPBES
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22.06.2016

Wageningen,
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Dr. Floyd Homer MEP
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Personal
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Bonn, Germany
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Dr. Jean Bruno
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Dr. Saw Leng
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Demissew
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Video

Video
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Chair and
Bureau

10.06.2016 Bonn, Germany

Personal

MEP

6.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal

MEP

8.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal

Co-chair
and MEP

9.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal

MEP

9.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal

MEP

8.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal

MEP

7.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal

MEP

10.06.2016 Bonn, Germany

Personal

15

Dr. Yi Huang

MEP

8.06.2016

Bonn, Germany

Personal
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Marine
scientist

8.06.2016
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Personal
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Annex B

List of codes

The codes are listed in alphabetical order.
Aimed public communication during GA
Background information - Duration
involvement in IPBES
Background information - Involvement in
GA process
Background information - Placement
science policy
Background information - Position in IPBES
Background information - Professional
background
Budget for communication
Comparison biodiversity and CC
Comparison IPCC and IPBES
Comparison mass media and social media
Critique on current IPBES communication
behaviour
Current awareness of IPBES
Current issues in GA process
Definition of ILK
Example for importance of science-policy
interface
Factors affecting media absorbance/interest
by public
Factors showing the importance of
communication - Complexity of knowledge
Factors showing the importance of
communication - Consequences of not
enough communication
Factors showing the importance of
communication - ILK and values dependent
on communication
Factors showing the importance of
communication - Speed of information
flows
Focal points
General critique on ILK
How media works - Competition with other
topics
How media works - Dynamics
How media works - Good news is no news
How media works - Interested in conflicts
How media works - Link environmental
issues to economy
How media works - Only big events
How media works - Only end products
ILK - Learning process
ILK ambition IPBES
ILK challenges

ILK challenges - Conflicting Western
science
ILK challenges - Different understanding of
concepts
ILK challenges - Information must be based
on scientific publications
ILK challenges - Need of experts
ILK challenges - Need of openness
ILK challenges - No documentation of
knowledge
ILK challenges - Political issues
ILK challenges - Scale mismatch
Impact of pollination report
Importance of ILK for IPBES
Importance of IPBES for biodiversity
Importance of media attention around
assessments
IPBES impact on PM
IPBES impact on PM - Coordination of UN
agents
Learn lessons from IPCC
Limitations for media attention of
pollination report
Limitations of media attention for ILK
Limitations of societal publications for ILK
Limiting factors for IPBES impact on PM
Media - Depends on type of media
Media - Lack of interest
Media - Lack of scientific journalism
Media - Lack of scientific understanding
Media - Pay-back public
Media - Way things are written
Media efforts around pollination report
National context
Need of communication experts/strategy
Perceived strengths of IPBES
Perception of media attention around
pollination report
Personal view on effective public
communication
Personal view on effective public
communication - Build on already existing
material
Personal view on effective public
communication - Create slots
Personal view on effective public
communication - During process

ii

Personal view on effective public
communication - From global to local
Personal view on effective public
communication - Key messages
Personal view on effective public
communication - Preparing media
Personal view on effective public
communication - Target specific
stakeholders
Personal view on effective public
communication - Use network
Personal view on effective public
communication - When product finished
Personal view on effective public
communication – Build awareness
Power of media - Changing behaviour
Power of media - Creates opinion
Power of media - Increase visibility
Power of media - Informing agent
Power of media - Prepare public for policy
measures
Power of media - Pressure on PMs
Power of media - Quick dissemination
Power of media - Urgency of an issue
Procedures IPBES
Reaching of ILK holders - Add languages
Reaching of ILK holders - Budget
Reaching of ILK holders - Building trust
Reaching of ILK holders - Classification of
knowledge
Reaching of ILK holders - Evaluation of
ILK
Reaching of ILK holders - Identifying ILK
holders
Reaching of ILK holders - ILK experts
Reaching of ILK holders - Impossible
Reaching of ILK holders - Investigation
Reaching of ILK holders - Networking
Reaching of ILK holders - Only recognize
that there is knowledge
Reaching of ILK holders - Participatory
mechanism
Reaching of ILK holders - Sampling
Reaching of ILK holders - Social scientists
Reaching of ILK holders - Use already
existing networks
Regional differences
Role of media attention for reaching ILK
objective
Role of media in impact on PM

Role of societal publications for reaching
ILK objective
Role of societal publications in impact on
PM
Scientists are not trained to communicate
Social scientists
Societal publications (negative) - English
not enough
Societal publications (negative) - Not
enough
Societal publications (negative) - Preaching
to the prior
Societal publications (negative) Uncontrollability
Societal publications (positive) - Awareness
of biodiversity issues
Societal publications (positive) - Easy
language
Societal publications (positive) - Efficient
for the general public
Societal publications (positive) - Increase
visibility
Societal publications (positive) - Influences
the youth
Societal publications (positive) - Not
controlled by politics
Societal publications (positive) - Power of
sharing
Societal publications (positive) - Promote
discussions
Societal publications behaviour among
IPBES members
Suggestions for improvement communication
Too early for impact

iii

Annex C

Survey questionnaire

IPBES experts' perception of public communication
I Dear IPBES experts, Welcome to this questionnaire on public communication. The aim of this
research is to determine the importance of public communication for people involved in IPBES and
their current activities related to societal publications. Thank you in advance for dedicating some of
your precious time to fill it in!
Q1 At what type of organisation are you employed?
 University
 Research institute
 Governmental organisation
 NGO
 Organisation in the private sector
 Other (Please specify) ____________________
Q2 What is your current position in IPBES?
 MEP member
 Bureau member
 Secretariat
 Conflict of Interest Committee
 I am not involved in IPBES
Q3 Which task force(s) are you currently assigned to?
 Capacity building needs
 Capacity development
 Indigenous and local knowledge (ILK)
 Knowledge, information and data
 Guide on production of assessments
 Regional and sub-regional assessments
 Global assessment
 Pollination
 Land degradation and restoration
 Invasive alien species
 Sustainable use of biodiversity
 Scenarios and modelling
 Values
 Catalogue of assessments
 Information and data management plan
 Policy support tools
 Communication and stakeholder engagement
 Review of the platform

iv

Q4 How important is it for you to engage in public communication?
Not at all
important


Slightly
important

Moderately
important



Very
important





Extremely
important


Q5 How important do you think public communication is for the following subjects?
Not at all
important

Unimportant

Neutral

Important

Extremely
important

Not
applicable

The findings of
your (scientific)
publications













Progress of
your current
research













Ideas for
further
investigation













Implications of
your findings
for society













IPBES products













IPBES
meetings/events













IPBES aims













Q6 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?
Strongly
agree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

My colleagues
at IPBES
engage in
public
communication











My colleagues
at IPBES
approve of my
engagement in
public
communication











v

Q7 How easy is it for you to communicate to the following groups about biodiversity?
Very
difficult

Difficult

Neutral

Easy

Very easy

Not
applicable

Researchers /
Peers













Policymakers













Journalists













Nonspecialist
public
(citizens)













Business
people













Students













Q8 On average, how often do you engage in the following activities?

vi

(Almost)
never

Once a
year

A few
times per
year

About
monthly

About
weekly

(Almost)
daily

Publish a
press release













Be
interviewed
for a
newspaper













Write for a
newspaper













Give an
interview on
the radio













Appear on
television













Post workrelated
messages on
social media













Write for a
blog













Participate in
a public
debate













Give a
presentation
for nonspecialist
audience













Collaborate
with teachers
or schools













Participate in
an open day













Write for a
nonspecialist
magazine













Collaborate
with a
museum













Talk to
business
corporations/
NGO’s













Advise
governmental
organisations













vii

Q9 How important would the following reasons be for you to communicate to the public?
Not at all
important

Unimportant

Neutral

Important

Extremely
important

Not
applicable

Raising
awareness
of your field
of research













Raising
awareness
of science in
general













Raising
awareness
about the
existence of
IPBES













Contributing
to public
debate













Informing
the public













Being
recognised
by peers and
research
institutions













Improving
the
reputation of
my
institution













Activating
others to do
something













Raising
funds













Q10 What would be your main reason for being engaged in public communication?
Q11 How aware are your professional surroundings (colleagues outside IPBES) about IPBES
activities?
None at all


A moderate
amount

A little




viii

A lot


A great deal


Q12 I am very satisfied with the current communication activities of IPBES.
Strongly
disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Disagree





Agree





Might or
might not

Probably yes

Strongly agree


Q13 I plan to invest more time on public communication.
Definitely not


Probably not




Definitely yes





Q14 Say you want to engage (more) in public communication, how easy or difficult do you think that
will be?
Very difficult


Difficult

Neutral



Easy



Very easy





Q15 In what way do the following factors limit you in your communication to the public?
None

Little

Time constraints









Financial
constraints









Fear that the
message will be
misunderstood or
misinterpreted









Being afraid of
public scrutiny









Not wanting to be
the messenger of
bad news









Lack of
experience/skills









Institutional
constraints (rules,
lack of support)









Other (Please
specify)









ix

Some

A lot

Q16 How interested would you be to get a training on:
Very
interested

Not interested
How to write
about your
research for
the general
public











How to write a
press release











How to give
an interview
for radio,
television or
newspaper











How to use
social media











Q17 How could IPBES support you in your public communication activities?
Q18 What is your country of birth?
Q19 What is your gender?
 Male
 Female
Q20 What is your year of birth?
Q21 If you would like to be informed about the findings of this study, please fill in your e-mail
address.
E This is the end of the survey. Thank you for your time and have a nice day!

x

Annex D

Survey results

Figure D1: Pie chart showing the partitioning of responses to the question "How important is it for you to engage in public
communication?" on a Likert scale from Not at all important to Extremely important (22 counts)

Figure D2: Pie chart showing the partitioning of responses to the question "Say you want to engage (more) in public
communication, how easy or difficult do you think that will be?" on a Likert scale from Very difficult to Very easy (14 counts)

xi

Figure D3: Bar charts showing the partitioning of counts for the question "How interested would you be to get a training
on?" for 4 trainings on a Likert scale from Not interested to Very Interested (14 respondents)

Figure D4: Pie chart showing the level of agreement with the statement “I plan to invest more time in public
communication”. on a Likert scale from Definitely not to Definitely Yes (14 counts)
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