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Abstract The experience of environmental stress and
attitudes towards climate change was explored for 1226
students at the University of the South Pacific, the foremost
tertiary institution serving the independent nations of the
Pacific. Students sourced information regarding climate
change from media including television, radio, and news-
papers; the community (typically via their village, church,
and extended family); the University and their friends; and
in addition to regional agencies such as the Pacific Com-
munity. Most students concluded that they could not
believe all of the informations provided by these sources.
The findings demonstrate that most students—the future
elite of the region—rank global environmental change as
the highest future risk. Although nearly all respondents
believed that climate change was happening, more than
half of respondents believed that the risk was exaggerated
and only one-third believed that science would find an
answer, suggesting a lack of trust in scientific sources of
information. Results also showed that these attitudes varied
across demographic factors such as age, region, and gen-
der. The understanding of contemporary attitudes towards
global environmental change among a cohort that is likely
to include future national leaders in the Pacific Islands
region presents unique opportunities for long-range
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planning of intervention and support strategies. Of partic-
ular note for effective intervention and support is the
breadth and trustworthiness of various information sources
including Pacific Island leaders.

Keywords Pacific Islands - Climate change - Knowledge -
Attitudes - Information - Trust - Adaptation

Introduction

Spread across almost one-third of the Earth’s surface, the
Pacific Ocean contains comparatively few land areas:
around 0.34 % of its total area. If the Hawaiian Islands and
that of New Guinea are included, the Pacific Islands region
is home to around 10.8 million people, 70 % of whom live
in Papua New Guinea. The remainder live mostly on
oceanic islands, including 12 independent nations (in-
cluding Tokelau, a territory of New Zealand) that together
own the University of the South Pacific, the region’s pre-
mier tertiary institution on whose students this study
focuses (see Fig. 1).

The likely pace and impact of twenty-first-century cli-
mate change have become increasingly better known over
the last decade, particularly as a result of the IPCC’s 5th
Assessment Report (2013-2014). Small islands—more
numerous in the Pacific than any other ocean—have long
been identified as special cases by the IPCC owing to their
uncommonly high exposure to global change (Mimura
et al. 2007; Nurse et al. 2014).

Even allowing for potentially exaggerated media
reports, it is abundantly clear that over the next few dec-
ades, most people living on Pacific Islands will be detri-
mentally affected by various aspects of climate change
(Hay 2013). While temperature rise and changes in
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Fig. 1 The region served by the University of the South Pacific

cyclogenesis pose particular threats, the most wide-ranging
impacts come from sea level rise (Nunn 2013). They
include the erosion of soft-sediment shorelines, and the
increased flooding and groundwater salinization of coastal
lowlands. It is likely that many lowland areas, currently
densely populated, will become uninhabitable, while in
some instances, entire islands may have to be abandoned.

Minimising the impacts of such changes on Pacific
Island peoples is best achieved by engaging them in the
design of adaptive solutions in order to ensure that these
are effective and sustainable (Nunn 2009; van Aalst et al.
2008). Key priorities include understanding what Pacific
peoples know about climate change and how that knowl-
edge might become better informed and more relevant to
the precise nature of the challenges they will shortly con-
front. To this end, this paper reports on a study of future
decision-makers in the Pacific Islands region and seeks to
understand from where they obtain information about cli-
mate change and the sources in which they place most
trust. Such issues are key to the optimal design of future
adaptive planning, especially those involving outside
interventions, in the Pacific Islands region.
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Methods

The University of the South Pacific (USP), an international
university serving 12 Pacific Island nations, is the largest and
most prestigious university in the Pacific Islands region,
educating the greatest numbers of its decision-makers—a
trend likely to continue in the future. Using Qualtrics™, a
sample of 1226 Pacific Island students at USP volunteered to
complete an online survey in which they were asked a series
of questions regarding climate change, where they accessed
the information, and how much they trusted various sources.
All USP students were invited to participate. On the basis of
country of origin, gender, year, and faculty of study, the
sample is broadly representative of the student body at USP
in 2013 when the survey was conducted (Nunn et al. 2016).
Most questions paralleled those in similar surveys to facili-
tate inter-sample comparisons (Hine et al. 2014; Hmielowski
et al. 2014; Leiserowitz et al. 2015).

Analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 22. Responses were
treated as categorical and thus mostly percentages are
reported. Chi-square analyses (x?) were used to test
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relationships between measures exploring beliefs and per-
ceptions regarding the environment, climate change, and
self-efficacy, from where information regarding climate
change was sourced, and to what extent this information
was trusted, and a range of demographic factors including
age (50th percentile split; <22 years vs. >22 years), gen-
der, year of study (first, second, third, postgraduate), and
their birthplace (atoll vs. higher islands). Responses were
also examined according to whether the participant trusted
a range of sources, including Pacific Island leaders, media,
and scientists. Statistical significance was assessed at
p < .05. Additional methodological comments are given in
the Online Supplement.

Results
Overall findings

Table 1 summarises the overall findings for the 1226
participants.

Perceptions regarding environment, climate change,
and self-efficacy

The majority of participants reported that the natural envi-
ronment was in a bad or very bad condition, with approxi-
mately half of participants stating that their birthplace was
also in such a state. While nearly every participant thought
that climate change was happening and that it was important
or extremely important for Pacific Islanders (perhaps
something biased by participant self-selection), only one-
third of participants thought that people elsewhere in the
world were adequately aware of climate change challenges
in the Pacific region, and fewer than one-third of participants
agreed that scientists could find a satisfactory solution to the
challenges of climate change in the Pacific Islands. Despite
this, one-third of participants thought that climate change
was not as serious a problem as it is generally purported to be.
While the majority of participants thought they knew more
about climate change than other people in the Pacific, and
that they personally could make a difference—and indeed
had a responsibility to make a difference—with regard to
climate change, only 7 in 10 participants thought their
country’s leaders were adequately aware of the climate
change challenges confronting the Pacific region.

Sources of information regarding climate change

The majority of participants had accessed—either online or
in print—one or more sources of information regarding

climate change, with newspaper article(s), television pro-
gramme(s), material(s) produced by the University of the
South Pacific, and radio discussions the most common
sources of information in descending order. Approximately
half of participants reported sourcing information from the
Pacific Community (formerly Secretariat of the Pacific
Community—SPC), the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional
Environment Programme, and the Pacific Islands Forum
Secretariat. One-third of participants reported sourcing
information from the South Pacific Applied Geoscience
Commission (now SPC GeoScience Division) and the
Forum Fisheries Agency; while one in eight participants
reported the Pacific Conference of Churches as a source of
information.

It is noteworthy also that in our preparations for this
survey, which informed its design, we found no evidence
that students accessed online sources of information
regarding climate change from sources other than those
mentioned above; since we wish to compare the results of
this survey with those from Pacific Island communities
without internet access, we did not ask our target group
specifically about other sources. In addition, the majority of
participants remembered their home community discussing
climate change, with a mix of views, primarily worry.
Perhaps unsurprisingly considering the participants were
USP students, the majority reported that climate change
had been discussed in at least one lecture or tutorial at the
University. Finally, most participants reported that they
discussed climate change with their friends, one-third
doing so frequently.

Trust in sources of information

Reflecting the ambivalence surrounding the belief that
science will find an answer to climate change, only one in
four participants reported that they completely trusted what
was said by scientists. Despite accessing a breadth of media
as discussed above, again only one in four participants
reported that they completely trusted what was said by the
media regarding climate change in the Pacific Islands.
While participants generally agreed that they trusted their
Pacific Islander leaders to take the right action against
climate change, just one in five participants reported they
completely trusted what their government leaders said
regarding climate change. One in three participants com-
pletely trusted what church leaders said about climate
change in the Pacific Islands although it is also noteworthy
that a considerable 11.2 % of participants selected the ‘I
don’t know’ response to this item, a 3-11 fold greater
proportion than for the previous ‘trust’ items (see footnote
Table 1).
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Table 1 Summary of the proportion of responses to questions exploring perceptions regarding environment, climate change and self-efficacy,
sources of information regarding climate change, and the extent of trust in these information sources

Item Response (proportion)

Perceptions regarding environment, climate change, and self-efficacy Bad/very bad (%) Neutral (%) Good/very good (%)

How would you rate the condition of the natural environment in the world today? 68.1 22.3 9.6

How would you rate the condition of the island/place that you came from? 52.4 23.2 36.9
Strongly disagree/ Neutral Agree/strongly
disagree (%) (%) agree (%)

I am certain that climate change is happening 1.0 0.7 98.0

The seriousness of climate change is exaggerated® 34.0 8.4 55.9

Science will find an answer to climate change before it becomes a big problem 37.1 314 31.5

I can personally help reduce climate change by changing the way that I live 39 6.4 88.3

I feel that I can make a difference with regard to climate change® 3.1 7.7 87.5

I have a responsibility to help do something about climate change® 0.9 2.5 96.0

A lot (%) Quite a bit (%) Not very much (%)

Compared to other people in the Pacific, how much do you know about climate change?® 30.0 58.2 11.7
Unimportant (%) Important (%) Extremely important (%)
How important do you regard climate change for Pacific Islanders?® 0.5 16.1 83.2

Yes (%) No (%) Unsure (%)

Do you believe that your country’s leaders are aware of the challenges that face their people this century? 69.1 14.2 16.7

Do you believe that people in the rest of the world are aware of the challenges that face 33.5 38.3 28.3
Pacific people at the moment?

Sources of information regarding climate change

Ever watched a television programme about climate change? 88.3 11.7
Ever read a newspaper article about climate change? 95.1 4.9
Ever listened to a discussion on the radio about climate change? 78.8 21.2
Ever read anything produced by Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA)? 33.9 66.1
Ever read anything produced by Pacific Conference of Churches? 12.6 87.4
Every read anything produced by Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat? 47.8 52.2
Every read anything produced by Secretariat of the Pacific Community? 56.1 439
Ever read anything produced by Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme? 52.9 471
Ever read anything produced by the University of the South Pacific? 81.3 18.7
Ever ready anything produced by the South Pacific Applied Geoscience Commission? 35.5 65.5
Have read none of these 7.1 92.9
When you are in your home country, do you ever remember you community 70.4 29.6

(village, church, extended family) discussing climate change?

Not worried (%) Different views (%) Worried (%)

When your community last discussed climate change, what was the general feeling? 7.6 49.5 42.9
Never (%) 1-20 times (%) >20 times (%)
Since you have been studying at the University of the South Pacific, in how many 19.6 53.9 26.4

lectures/tutorials has climate change been discussed?

@ Springer



Pacific Islanders’ understanding of climate change: Where do they source information and to...

Table 1 continued

Never (%) Sometimes (%) A lot (%)
Do you and your friends ever discuss climate change outside the classroom? 10.4 55.2 344
Trust in sources of information Strongly disagree/ Neutral (%) Agree/Strongly
Disagree (%) agree (%)
Trust Pacific Islander leaders to take right action against climate change? 9.9 13.0 74.4
Do not Middle Trust

trust (%) (%) completely (%)

How much do you trust what government leaders in the Pacific Islands say about climate change?" 7.5 67.7 21.5

How much do you trust what the media (television, newspapers, radio) say about climate 3.1 54.7 41.3
change in the Pacific Islands?®

How much do you trust what scientists say about climate change in the Pacific Islands?" 2.9 50.4 443

How much do you trust what church leaders say about climate change in the Pacific Islands?' 8.4 49.1 31.3

* T don’t know: 1.8 % of responses

° I don’t know: 1.6 % of responses

¢ T don’t know: 0.6 % of responses
d Nothing: 0.1 % of responses

¢ Not at all important: 0.8 % of responses

1 don’t know: 3.4 % of responses

€ T don’t know: 1.0 % of responses
" T don’t know: 2.4 % of responses

I don’t know: 11.2 % of responses

Findings by demographic characteristics

Table S1 (Online Supplement) summarises the participant
responses, examined by the key demographic characteris-
tics of age, gender, year, and birthplace.

Perceptions regarding environment, climate change,
and self-efficacy

Age: As shown in Table S2, a significantly larger propor-
tion of older students (>22 years) rated the natural envi-
ronment, and the environment of their birthplace, as good,
than younger students (<22 years) (10.5 vs. 8.7 %; 39.7 vs.
34.2 %, respectively). A larger proportion of older students
claimed they knew ‘a lot” about climate change compared
to other people in the Pacific (34.7 vs. 25.2 %) and that
others in the world are generally unaware of the problems
currently facing Pacific people (34.2 vs. 32.5 %).

Gender: A significantly larger proportion of females
compared to males rated their environment birthplace as in
bad condition (43.3 vs. 35.5 %) and disagreed that climate
change was exaggerated (37.6 vs. 30.6 %).

Year: In general, fourth-year students differed from
undergraduate/other students in the nature of their
responses. To illustrate, a considerably smaller proportion
of fourth-year (postgraduate) students agreed that they trust
Pacific leaders to take action against climate change (4th

year 68.4 %, lst year 83.6 %), that the seriousness of cli-
mate change is exaggerated (4th year 33.1 %, lst year
65.8 %), that science will find an answer to climate change
(4th year 27.6 %, 1st year 41.5 %), and that their leaders
were adequately aware of the challenges facing their
country (4th year 62.1 %, 1st year 70.8 %), while a con-
siderably larger proportion of fourth-year students believed
that they knew more about climate change than other
people in the Pacific (4th year 40.1 %, 1st year 26.8 %) and
that others around the world were adequately aware of the
challenges facing their country (4th year 39.7 %, 1st year
34.5 %).

Birthplace (high island (islands) versus low island
(atolls) countries): While caution is warranted given the
small sample of participants from atolls (low islands), it
appears that these participants (compared to those living on
high islands) are considerably more likely to report that
their birthplace is in bad condition (71.8 vs. 37.3 %), that
the seriousness of climate change is exaggerated (84.5 vs.
56.5 %), that science will ‘find an answer’ (54.8 vs.
34.9 %), that they know more about climate change than
other people in the Pacific (67.6 vs. 27.8 %), and that their
country’s leaders were adequately aware of the climate
change challenges facing their people this century (90.5 vs.
68.3 %). In contrast, a slightly larger proportion of par-
ticipants from high islands believed that climate change is
happening (98.6 vs. 95.8 %), while a considerably larger
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proportion of this group were unsure whether their coun-
try’s leaders were sufficiently aware of the challenges
facing their people this century (17.1 vs. 9.5 %).

Sources of information regarding climate change

Age: A significantly larger proportion of older students
reported reading materials supplied by all sources as noted
in Table S2. Consistent with this finding, a significantly
smaller proportion of older students reported they had read
none of these resources (5 vs. 8 %). A larger proportion of
older students reported they had been to many lectures and/
or tutorials in which climate change was discussed (34.6
vs. 17.9 %) and that they discussed climate change with
their friends outside the classroom (41.7 vs. 26.7 %).

Gender: There were no significant differences regarding
the sources of reading materials, by gender, as shown in
Table S2.

Year: There were consistent differences in responses
between fourth-year (postgraduate) students and under-
graduate/other students in the nature of their responses
pertaining to sources of information regarding climate
change. To illustrate, fourth-year students consistently
reported the greatest engagement with a breadth of media,
including television (4th year 95.2 % vs. Ist year 87.6 %)
and newspapers (97.6 vs. 93.0 %), and climate change-
specific reading materials provided by the variety of
sources (e.g. Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat 62.4 vs.
41.6 %) in Table S2.

Birthplace (high island (islands) versus low island
(atolls) countries): Notwithstanding sample size differ-
ences, a significantly larger proportion of participants from
atolls than islands reported reading materials about climate
change produced by the Pacific Community (7 in 10 par-
ticipants), the Forum Fisheries Agency (5 in 10 partici-
pants), and the Pacific Conference of Churches (3 in 10
participants). In addition, a significantly larger proportion
of participants from atolls reported that they discussed
climate change with their friends outside the classroom
(55.6 vs. 33.5 %), that climate change had been discussed
in the community in their birthplace (87.3 vs. 69.6 %), and
that the majority of the community felt worried about cli-
mate change (65.1 vs. 42.7 %).

Trust in sources of information

Age: There were no significant differences by age regard-
ing the extent of trust in the various sources of information
summarised in Table S2.

Gender: There was a significant difference in the extent
to which participants trusted statements about climate
change issued by scientists, with a larger proportion of
males (49.2 vs. 42.5 %) trusting while a considerably
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larger proportion of females (4.1 vs. 1.5 %) not trusting
this information.

Year: A significantly smaller proportion of fourth-year
students reported trusting the media statements regarding
climate change (4th year 27.4 % vs. 1st year 51.7 %) and
trusting statements regarding climate change by church
leaders (33.3 vs. 44.4 %). Unsurprisingly, these students
also reported the greatest exposure to climate change in
classes at USP (50.4 vs. 12.2 %) and the most discussion
with their friends outside the classroom (50.4 vs. 27.4 %).
The majority of fourth-year students reported community
members experienced mixed feelings in recent discussions
regarding climate change (60.0 vs. 45.9 %).

Birthplace (high island (islands) versus low island
(atolls) countries): Notwithstanding the large sample size
differences, a considerably larger proportion of participants
from atolls trust what is said about climate change by
Pacific Island government leaders (51.6 vs. 20.9 %).

Findings by amount of trust in sources
of information

Table S3 summarises the participant responses to percep-
tions regarding environment, climate, and self-efficacy,
examined by the key demographic characteristics of age,
gender, year, and birthplace. While sample sizes are small
by comparison, with the majority of participants showing
some ambivalence (‘middle’ response options) regarding
whether they trust or do not trust, the results will be dis-
cussed with a focus on participants who do not trust these
important sources of information as an important insight
into potential avenues of intervention.

Trust in government leaders: A significantly smaller
proportion of the participants who stated that they do not
trust government leaders report that climate change is
exaggerated (40.7 vs. 67.5 %) and that science will find an
answer (21.6 vs. 48.8 %), compared to those who stated
that they do trust government leaders. A significantly
smaller proportion of these participants, compared to those
who do trust their government leaders, reported that they
can make a difference themselves (85.4 vs. 94.1 %), that
climate change is important for Pacific Islanders (96.4 vs.
99.6 %), and that the rest of the world is aware of the
challenges facing Pacific people at the moment (22.9 vs.
38.2 %), and believed that their country’s leaders were
aware of the challenges that face their people this century
(44.6 vs. 84.1 %).

Trust in media: A significantly smaller proportion of
participants who stated that they do not trust the media
stated that the natural environment was good (2.9 vs.
10.5 %), in comparison with those who do trust the media.
A significantly smaller proportion of participants who do
not trust the media agreed that climate change was
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exaggerated (42.4 vs. 64.5 %), that science will find an
answer (21.4 vs. 41.9 %), and that they can (71.9 vs.
89.7 %)—and indeed had a responsibility to (90.9 vs.
97.4 %)—make a difference with respect to climate
change. These participants also felt they knew less about
climate change than participants who trusted media (82.3
vs. 89.1 %) and did not feel as strongly regarding the
importance of climate change for Pacific Islanders (‘ex-
tremely important’ 54.58 vs. 91.2 %), while a significantly
greater proportion of these participants believed that their
country’s leaders were unaware of the precise nature of the
climate change challenges facing their people (27.3 vs.
9.0 %).

Trust in scientists: Of the participants who stated that
they do not trust scientists, a significantly larger proportion
of participants were ambivalent regarding the condition of
the natural world (43.8 vs. 19.5 %), and only one in seven
participants believed that science will find an answer
(compared to one in two participants who do trust science).
These participants also reported they had less knowledge
regarding climate change compared to other people in the
Pacific (‘know a lot’ 28.1 vs. 34.1 %) and ranked climate
change as generally less important (‘extremely important’
68.8 vs. 89.5 %) than participants who do trust scientists.

Trust in church leaders: Of the participants who stated
that they do not trust church leaders, a significantly larger
proportion of participants were neutral regarding whether
climate change is happening (3.2 vs. 0.3 %), disagreed that
climate change is exaggerated (53.8 vs. 25.4 %), disagreed
that they could make a difference with respect to climate
change (14.1 vs. 1.5 %), rated climate change as of less
importance (‘extremely important’ 75.8 vs. 90.4 %), and
that their country’s leaders were not aware of the precise
challenges that face their people (28.3 vs. 9.6 %) than
participants who reported that they trusted church leaders.

Discussion

Perceptions regarding environment, climate change,
and self-efficacy

In rating the condition of familiar (home) environments
better than that of the world as a whole (Table 1),
respondents demonstrate a common spatial optimism bias
found in similar surveys (Gifford et al. 2009). The over-
whelming belief that climate change is happening is no
surprise given the disproportionate amount of attention the
Pacific has received and the general negativism of climate
change stories in local media (Dreher and Voyer 2015). Yet
our finding that more than half (56 %) of respondents
believe the seriousness of climate change to be exaggerated
is less expected. It may be that this reflects spiritual beliefs,

acknowledged as extremely important in Pacific Islanders’
responses to climate change (Nunn et al. 2016), but perhaps
also scepticism arising from individual observations of
island (coastal) environments and media reports of their
apparent state.

The observation (in Table S2) that older students are
more likely to rate the global environment as bad and their
birthplace as good shows that the spatial optimism bias in
this sample is amplified with age. This bias is less pro-
nounced in females who also were less prone to believing
that climate change was exaggerated, a significant gender
difference implying that females are more realistic about
the condition of the environment and the challenges that
face it than males. A similar effect is found with level of
study, with more experienced students less likely to believe
that climate change is exaggerated, a likely and expected
outcome of time exposed to university curricula which
specifically discuss climate change and its implications for
Pacific Islanders. Respondents born on atolls (rather than
high islands) were more likely to rate their home envi-
ronments as being in a ‘bad’ condition, perhaps an effect of
both the vulnerability of atoll islands to sea level rise and
the manifest problems associated with their growing pop-
ulation densities (Connell 2011). Inconsistent with this
finding, however, atoll islanders were much more likely to
believe the seriousness of climate change is exaggerated, a
surprise outcome considering their observations of recent
environmental change as well as media representation of
atoll islands as being on the ‘front line’ in terms of expe-
riencing climate change impacts (Connell 2015).

A pessimism regarding the ability of science to deal
with climate change (only 31.5 % of respondents [Table 1]
agree that science will find a solution) is suggestive of an
underlying fatalism, possibly also strengthened by faith in
divine providence, about the long-term challenge posed to
Pacific environments and livelihoods by climate change.
This finding highlights an opportunity for adaptation policy
development namely that more optimistic messaging may
encourage the adoption of solutions. The belief that science
will find an answer to climate change attenuates from Year
1 to Year 4 students, likely to be an effect of increasing
exposure to the complex nature of the challenge. Atoll
islanders were far more likely to believe that science will
succeed in finding an answer than respondents from higher
islands, who may be exhibiting some degree of compla-
cency, a reflection of a psychological distancing from
reality (Jones et al. 2016; Nunn et al. 2016; Spence et al.
2012). A high degree of self-efficacy (88-96 % of
respondents feel personally responsible for acting) may
seem to contradict the inference of an underlying fatalism,
but this may also reflect the dichotomy that many western-
educated Pacific Islanders face between traditional beliefs
that defer responsibility to deity and/or community, and
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science-grounded beliefs that support adaptive action as
part of a global effort (Lauer et al. 2013).

The finding of a superior knowledge of climate change
compared to other Pacific Islanders is expected, given
respondents’ exposure to university curricula, as is the
assessment of the overwhelming importance of climate
change. The fact that almost 70 % of respondents thought
that national leaders of Pacific Island countries were ade-
quately aware of the challenges their people faced from
climate change is likely a reflection of the publicity gen-
erated by leaders in international contexts (Farbotko and
McGregor 2010; Robie 2014). However, based on the
information presented in Table S2, respondents’ belief in
their leaders’ awareness reduces from Year 1 to Year 4,
implying that education may increase cynicism about
national leaders’ awareness. The idea that people elsewhere
in the world are mostly unaware of what is actually con-
fronting Pacific people from climate change may reflect the
disparity which has been recognised between international
and domestic messaging and responses about climate
change in Pacific Island countries (Farbotko and Lazrus
2012).

Sources of information and trust

Most respondents have been exposed to climate change
issues through various media sources (television, newspa-
per, radio) and only a small minority (3 %) completely
distrust media messages. This represents another opportu-
nity for intervention, namely improving the balance and the
quality of climate change messaging in Pacific Island media,
given the fact that ‘few Pacific [Island-based] journalists
provide adequate background or ... the context that is nee-
ded to make sense of a news or current affairs development’
(Robie 2008: 224). This has resulted in a situation where ‘the
voices of Pacific Islanders are rarely heard ... and climate
change impacts in the Pacific are usually framed in ways that
centre the interests and concerns of more powerful coun-
tries’ (Dreher and Voyer 2015: 59).

With the exception of the university where respondents
are studying, only around half have read climate change
materials published by regional agencies charged with
disseminating accurate information on the subject. This
finding suggests that these agencies need to examine the
efficacy of their dissemination methods. Such methods are
likely to be much less effective with rural people in the
Pacific in particular, yet their uptake with this group could
perhaps be enhanced through the production of published
materials in vernacular languages (Nunn 2009). Such an
intervention is also likely to benefit the evidence-based
discussion of climate change in (rural) Pacific communi-
ties, a subject often discussed yet characterised by a range
of views. It is noteworthy, however, that participants may
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have exposure to information from other sources—partic-
ularly online—that were not captured in the survey, and as
such, additional sources of information merit exploration in
future research. Notwithstanding this limitation, as would
be expected, more senior students have seen more televi-
sion programmes about climate change and read more
materials produced by regional agencies on the topic (see
Table S2). In addition, it is not simply a matter of identi-
fying the best channels for reaching different audiences,
but also crafting messages that resonate with those audi-
ences (Hine et al. 2014, 2016).

A high level of trust in Pacific Island leaders’ (elected
national leaders including politicians and church leaders)
ability to take appropriate action in the face of climate
change is positive yet does not apply to ‘government
leaders’ (unelected career civil servants), meaning those in
government charged with enacting and enforcing climate
change policies are less trusted by the very people they are
trying to protect from the impact of climate change. This
finding undoubtedly reflects the inability of most Pacific
Island governments to effectively communicate these
policies to every community in the nation, especially ones
that are archipelagic in nature, something that has led to
calls for future capacity building by external (donor)
partners to focus on empowering community decision-
makers rather than central government (Nunn et al. 2014).
An increasing distrust in Pacific leaders’ commitment to
take appropriate action is shown with year of study
(Table S2), probably reflecting increased respondent
exposure to materials challenging this commitment. The
significantly higher level of trust in atoll nation leaders
compared to those from high island countries (52 %
compared to 21 % in Table S2) may reflect the way that the
former group has led island nations in international fora as
well as their focus on practical solutions, such as negoti-
ations with other island leaders for resettlement of exposed
populations (Connell 2012).

Our analyses also show that scientists and church lead-
ers are generally more trusted when it comes to climate
change messaging than any other group. It is no surprise
that university students are impressed by scientists’ views
because they encounter them often; just 20 % of respon-
dents stated that they had never done so since they had
been studying at university. The trust in church leaders,
which might have been suspected to differ from trust in
scientists, is likely to reflect the fact that the respondents
remain spiritually engaged while studying at university;
over 80 % reported that they attended religious services at
least weekly (Nunn et al. 2016).

Owing to its cross-cutting nature, the discussion of
Table S3 is kept separate from that of Tables 1 and S2
above. Looking only at the statistically significant rela-
tionships in the ‘do not trust’ categories in Table S3, it can
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be seen that respondents who do not trust media informa-
tion about climate change are less likely to judge the global
environment as being in a ‘good’ condition, something that
reflects the generally negative media messaging on this
topic (see above). Similarly, respondents lacking trust in
scientists are less likely to rank the global environment as
‘good’, perhaps because of heightened dependence on
media (or other less evidence-based) information sources.
In relation to the rating of home environments, respondents
lacking trust in media are more likely to rank these envi-
ronments as ‘good’, which is likely to be a reaction to
perceived media negativity as well as observations of little-
impacted environments. In addition, the minority of
respondents (8 %) who do not trust church leaders’ climate
change messaging are more likely to question whether
climate change is actually happening, perhaps a transfer-
ence of doubt from the spiritual to the environmental.

Respondents lacking trust in national/government lead-
ers are far more likely to believe that the threat of climate
change is not exaggerated. Although the level of mistrust
was very low, some general trends may be noteworthy. For
example, respondents who did not trust their government
leaders, church leaders, or the media were much more
likely to disagree that climate change reports had been
exaggerated, compared to those respondents who reported
some trust. Conversely, respondents who did place trust in
these sources were much more likely to agree that climate
change reports had been exaggerated. The roots of these
analyses are likely to lie in a belief across the respondent
population that governments exaggerate the seriousness of
climate change, an interpretation that is consistent with the
growing comment on the sidelining of indigenous Pacific
resilience—which has allowed people to survive in these
comparatively marginal situations for millennia—in the
expression of the climate change ‘problem’ and the
development of future adaptive strategies (Campbell 2009;
Farbotko 2005; McMillen et al. 2014; Schwarz et al. 2011).

With all four sources of messaging shown in Table S3,
there are statistically significant relationships between the
numbers of respondents who disagree/agree with the
statement that science will find an ‘answer’ to climate
change. For those who do not trust government/me-
dia/science messaging, the results are similar; a majority
does not believe science will find an answer before climate
change becomes a big problem. This result suggests a lack
of faith in secular messaging, particularly, when examining
the responses of those who do trust these sources: the
overwhelming majority agreeing that science will find an
answer to climate change.

In terms of the self-efficacy questions, it is clear that the
lower degree of personal commitment to ‘reducing’ climate
change among those who do not trust church messaging
(and the concomitant higher degree by those who do) speaks

to the strength of ‘church as community’ that is such a
dominant characteristic of Pacific Island Christianity
(Thornley 2008; Winch-Dummett 2010). Relatedly, there
are two sets of statistically significant relationships in the
answer to the question that self-assesses knowledge about
climate change in Table S3. Respondents who do not trust
scientists are twice as likely as those who do not trust the
media to state that they do not know much about climate
change compared to other people in the Pacific. This implies
that scientific messaging is more consistent, as would be
expected, than media messaging; in other words, if you do
not trust scientists, then the diversity of views available
from other sources (especially media) is bewildering. This
underlines the point, made earlier, that there is room for
more evidence-based media messaging in the Pacific.

In Table S3, it is interesting to note that a majority of
respondents—irrespective of whether or not they trust
particular information sources—believe climate change to
be ‘extremely important’ for Pacific Islanders, demon-
strating that there is a background belief in the importance
of climate change within the sample population that cannot
be dislodged by any particular messaging source. It would
be interesting to explore whether such a background view
exists in other populations in the Pacific Islands, which
might mean it was cultural, or whether it is confined to this
elite group, suggesting it may be a result of education.
Within the analyses relating to this question, the figures for
those rating climate change as an extremely important issue
and yet who do not trust the media are much lower than for
other information sources; just 54.5 % compared to 75.9 %
for government, 69 % for scientists, and 76 % for church.
This again speaks to the comparative diversity of media
messaging compared to other information sources, some-
thing that in this instance does not convince people of the
importance of the issue.

Not surprisingly, respondents who distrust government
messaging about climate change have less faith in gov-
ernment leaders’ awareness of the associated challenges;
45 9% compared to 55 % for those who distrust media, and
54 % for those who distrust church messaging. In the next
question in Table S3, for respondents who distrust gov-
ernment messaging, there are significant differences
between those who believe people elsewhere in the world
are aware of climate change challenges in the Pacific and
those who are not. Respondents who distrust government
sources are much more likely to state that people beyond
the Pacific do not understand the challenges facing its
inhabitants than respondents who trust government mes-
saging; the difference for the former group is 54 % (No)
and 23 % (Yes) compared to the latter group which is 36 %
(No) and 38 % (Yes). A plausible interpretation of this is
that respondents who distrust government messages con-
sider that they do not communicate the actual state of the
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Pacific to the outside world, whereas those who trust
government messages are evenly split, a situation perhaps
more attributable to the reception of those messages than
their content.

Concluding remarks

While impossible to demonstrate conclusively, we believe
our survey to have captured views about climate change
that are representative of students at the University of the
South Pacific in 2013, future Pacific Island leaders and
decision-makers, and to some extent Pacific Islanders more
generally. The sample is proportional to the USP student
population at time of survey in terms of country of origin,
gender, level, and faculty of study. If there is sample bias, it
probably favours future leaders if it is assumed that they
would be more interested than others in participating.
Perhaps the weakest link is between our sample (highly
educated, urban-dwelling, and globally exposed) and
Pacific Islanders as a whole.

The perceptions regarding environment, climate
change and self-efficacy, and the nature and extent of
trust in multiple sources of information including media,
scientists, government leaders, and church leaders have
revealed important considerations for effective inter-
vention which supports Pacific Islanders efforts to adapt
and minimise the impacts of climate change. Climate
change messaging needs to reach all Pacific Islanders,
with materials provided by trusted sources in vernacular
languages. The finding that female Pacific Islanders were
more realistic regarding the condition of their environ-
ment and the challenges facing their nations suggests
that interventions should support the perceptions of
females while attempting to scaffold more realistic
appraisals by male Pacific Islanders. The finding that a
significantly smaller proportion of female Pacific Islan-
ders do not trust scientists highlights the inherent com-
plexity of climate change intervention. In addition,
adaptation policy could feature optimistic messaging to
encourage adoption of solutions proffered by multiple
sources in the Pacific Islands region.
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