
The communication 
dimension of wind energy:  

Challenges and opportunities 



OPPORTUNITIES 
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1. 
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2. 



3. Political will; government support 



4. Growth of media coverage parallels  
growth of industry 

Kick and Smith, 2008 



Other audience characteristics 

• A public relatively informed about wind 
energy 

• People see the advantages of wind power as 
being more important than the disadvantages  

• Considerable public support driven by 
altruistic motives 



Kick and Smith, 2008 



CHALLENGES 
 



1. 

Emergent anti-wind 
energy advocacy groups 



2. A multi-faceted technical issue that is difficult 
to explain 
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3. Different audience segments will require 
agility in communication strategy 
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Scientists/Engineers vs. journalists:  

A clash of cultures 

“When a reporter approaches, I generally 

find myself wishing for a martini.” 

    -- Jonas Salk, Nobel Prize winner 

3
5. 



“It seems as if the whole scientific 

establishment has absent-mindedly 

misplaced English somewhere between 

high school graduation and the awarding  

 of the Ph.D.” 

    -- Katie Coe, TV science beat  

    reporter, 2003 



Why you should bother talking 

to reporters 

1. The media are still the major sources of science 

and risk information 
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Why you should bother talking 

to reporters 

2. Public sentiment still drives  

– regulatory policies  

– level of government spending on science 

 

 



Why you should bother talking 

to reporters 

3. Media agenda influences public agenda 

 

 



McCombs and Shaw, 1972 



Why you should bother talking 

to reporters 

4. Media frames shape audience 

understanding of issues 

 

 



Scheufele, 1999 
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Communication research areas 
related to wind energy 

• Understanding public perception of wind 
energy 

• Assessing media performance (quality of 
information) in covering wind energy 

• Redefining “fair and balanced” in the 
reporting on wind energy  

• Testing communication factors that have a 
bearing on the amplification or attenuation of 
perceived risks 

 



Communication research areas 
related to wind energy 

• Characterizing the psychometric attributes of 
risk perception concerning the expansion of 
wind energy 

• Applying the mental models approach to 
determine what the public should know  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Normative: What should people know?  

• The expert model 

• Method: Interdisciplinary literature review and interview  of 
an expert panel   

• Descriptive: What do people already know? 

• The lay person model 

• Method: Qualitative interviews and quantitative survey 

• Prescriptive: What do people still need to know? 

• Identify knowledge gaps and misconceptions  

• Method: Compare expert and lay person model 

• Evaluation: Does the intervention work? 

• Method: Randomized control study 
 

Mental models approach 



• What are the three most important things 
you would like your audience to know?    

• What are the three most important things 
your audience would like to know? 

• What are the three most important things 
your audience is most likely to get wrong 
unless they are emphasized? 

 

Mental models approach 



Example: Expert’s “mental map” 

De Bruin, Downs, & Fischhoff, 2007 



Example: Audience member’s “mental map” 

De Bruin, Downs, & Fischhoff, 2007 



Message Map 
Stakeholder: 

Question/Concern 

Key Message/Fact 1. 
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Ongoing study:  
Cartoons as a vehicle for 

debunking myths about  
wind energy 



Wind turbines are noisy. 
 







Wind turbines are ugly. 
 







Wind projects harm property values. 
 





Wind energy is inefficient. 
 





Wind turbines kill bats and birds. 
 







Wind energy provides only a small 
amount of electricity. 
 







Wind energy is not green energy. 
 









Your achievement =  
good works you have done x  

how well you have 
communicated them. 


