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OPINION

Can language drive polarization in the �ght against
climate change?
By MARISA BECK AND MONICA GATTINGER (/AUTHOR/MARISA-BECK-AND-MONICA-GATTINGER)      APR. 8, 2020

Protesters convene on the Hill for a climate rally. Research suggests that the term 'transition' may be doing more harm than good. The Hill Times photograph by Andrew

Meade

Language around climate change, speci�cally on the term 'transition,' masks fundamentally di�erent views about Canada’s energy
and climate future, say researchers at the Institute for Science, Society and Policy at the University of Ottawa.
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The term “transition” is widespread in Canada’s energy and climate debates. What do people mean when they say it? What do people 

think when they hear it?

A new study by Positive Energy at the University of Ottawa revealed that energy and environmental leaders are often talking past one 

another when they use the term. In fact, the research shows that decision-makers are grounded in two distinct realities about 

Canada’s energy future.

To �nd out whether language drives polarization in energy and climate debates, we interviewed 42 senior leaders from business, 

government, environmental NGOs, and Indigenous organizations. We asked them whether they use the term “transition,” if they 

think it helps or hinders discussion, and how they de�ne it. 

The main �nding? Language and terminology matter. They can bring people to the table or drive them apart. In the case of 

transition, ambiguity surrounding the term does a bit of both. More than anything, though, it masks fundamentally di�erent views 

about Canada’s energy and climate future. 

Just over half of study participants use the term, but there was broad consensus that it is unhelpful. While the word is accessible and 

familiar, it is also seen as vague, politicized, and non-inclusive. Participants, particularly those from the oil and gas industry, found 

the term polarizing and felt excluded by its use. From their perspective, it is fuel deterministic (transition away from oil and gas), 

and excludes the sector’s emissions reductions e�orts. Others suggested the term doesn’t su�ciently capture the challenges facing 

Canada.

When we scratched below the surface to understand how leaders de�ne transition, we discovered that the term obscures two 

competing visions that di�er signi�cantly in their scope and pace of change. We call them “realities” because those in either camp 

see themselves as “realists” when it comes to transition. No participant �t perfectly into either category, but all of them leaned 

heavily towards one or the other.

The �rst, “Reality I,” is most common among participants from industry, government and regulatory agencies. It perceives

“transition” as a measured process of change, focused on reducing GHG emissions through a diverse energy portfolio that includes 

renewable energy, nuclear power, oil and gas, and carbon capture technology. Market forces are the main driver, supported by policy 

that doesn’t impose excessive costs on industry and individuals. 

“Reality II,” most common among environmental groups and Indigenous participants, views transition as an urgent process rooted 

in the world facing a climate crisis. This reality nests scienti�cally derived climate targets within a much broader set of political and 

economic reforms related to energy. It does not see a future for oil and gas in Canada’s energy mix and believes fossil fuels should be 

eliminated. Here, policy is the main driver.

We did �nd some convergence between the realities. There’s agreement that Canada is in a transition of some sort, triggered by 

climate change. Participants also di�erentiated between the domestic and export energy economies when it comes to costs and 

bene�ts. They also identi�ed the need for strong leadership, although they disagreed over who should lead and what should be done. 

So, what should we make of this? Does the term transition help decision-makers chart a path for Canada’s energy future? Or does it 

lead to people talking past one another and drive polarization? 

The research suggests the term may be doing more harm than good. As ubiquitous as it is, it may be hampering constructive 

discussion, even driving polarization. Using terms like “emissions” and “emissions reductions” may be a better approach.
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But the study reveals this is more than just semantics: there are two competing “realities” among energy and environmental

leaders. Moving forward, it would be helpful if conversations about Canada’s energy future focused on areas of convergence to build

bridges.

No study participant denied the existence of human-caused climate change. That’s a solid starting point. There’s also agreement

that further action is required to address climate change. And while the speed and scope of change is a major point of contention, we

now have a stronger understanding of areas of disagreement. Addressing divergent views carefully but meaningfully could help

chart a positive path forward.

This could all enable leaders to start talking with—not past—each other.

Dr. Marisa Beck is the research director for Positive Energy and the Institute for Science, Society and Policy at the University of Ottawa.

Professor Monica Gattinger is the chair of Positive Energy and director of the Institute for Science, Society and Policy at the University of

Ottawa.

The Hill Times

Stay ahead of the curve with The Hill Times' daily insider briefing- Politics This Morning and exclusive news and analysis for
subscribers only. Subscribe today (https://www.hilltimes.com/get-a-subscription).

AUG 21, 2017
Canadian energy’s Johnny Cash moment (https://www.hilltimes.com/2017/08/21/canadian-energys-johnny-cash-
moment/116465)

NOV 16, 2016
Canada and Trump have common ground in energy (https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/11/16/canada-trump-common-
ground-energy/87800)

JUL 18, 2016
New government has yet to recognize LNG’s potential and advantage (https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/07/18/new-
government-has-yet-to-recognize-lngs-potential-and-advantage/73935)

DEC 2, 2011
Keystone XL project fails test of long-term bene�t for Canada (https://www.hilltimes.com/2011/12/02/keystone-xl-
project-fails-test-of-long-term-bene�t-for-canada/19013)

AUG 8, 2011
Time to shift focus of government’s initiatives from big oil to renewable and conservation technologies.

RELATED STORIES

https://www.hilltimes.com/get-a-subscription
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuZ6hc0ubhE9rAAPHcZrwXVxOHi6txJuLzCqJIxZKKeXPp2fnK29mcR9V_IUk9de5vsWp-fNzCpNHsqkMvvxD6UVDSEUGzLTOEcUp8d1ZTzc0yJGgv1_4BTxXhRA-PHldoAwM7g_3tdntSu9WvWfGK2dFO181eynm-8eaukgvHV3ZkfRup8Ki77a2RIcVBbL2IsnhL2TcX8SWLAnMgl1alSgR_vcjiP4oS3g9CP-wQ_HURI9pwfw1awkdzD0eOfMUFRHXLWq32EPA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzEHbsIz0bijT&adurl=https://actions.sumofus.org/a/send-a-message-to-stop-the-big-oil-bailout&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y
https://www.hilltimes.com/2017/08/21/canadian-energys-johnny-cash-moment/116465
https://www.hilltimes.com/2017/08/21/canadian-energys-johnny-cash-moment/116465
https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/11/16/canada-trump-common-ground-energy/87800
https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/11/16/canada-trump-common-ground-energy/87800
https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/07/18/new-government-has-yet-to-recognize-lngs-potential-and-advantage/73935
https://www.hilltimes.com/2016/07/18/new-government-has-yet-to-recognize-lngs-potential-and-advantage/73935
https://www.hilltimes.com/2011/12/02/keystone-xl-project-fails-test-of-long-term-benefit-for-canada/19013
https://www.hilltimes.com/2011/08/08/time-to-shift-focus-of-governments-initiatives-from-big-oil-to-renewable-and-conservation-technologies/17581



