
	  
	  

Response to Reviewer Feedback 
 
In keeping with the minimal feedback, I have made only minor text changes to highlight 
current practice in social marketing on climate change, primarily in the introduction. This has 
served to make the underlying theory of social marketing focusing on the individual as a 
decision maker, clearer within the context of programs responding to climate change. 
There has been no additional focus on social marketing practice as the purpose of this paper is 
to explore a theoretical construct. More detailed exploration through the examination of a 
range of social marketing practices and their relationship to this theory, would exceed the 
conference limitations. However, some suggested practices flowing from the complexity 
factors of a super wicked problem, have been identified. 
As noted in the feedback, there will be further exploration of the assertions surrounding the 
complexity factors of climate change as a super wicked problem, in the conference 
presentation.



	  
	  

 
 
 

If climate change is a super wicked problem,  
is social marketing a super wicked solution? 
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Introduction 
Australian governments, at all levels, have developed and delivered climate change social 
marketing programs, ranging from large-scale information provision to small-scale intensive 
engagement with target groups and individuals (Wilkins, 2008). These have primarily focused 
on mitigation responses to reduce the contribution of individuals and communities to climate 
change. More recently, adapting to climate change has been the focus of an increasing 
number of programs, reflecting a broader ideological shift within governments from 
mitigation to adaptation (Head et. al 2014) 
Social marketing has been criticised as an inadequate response to the problem of climate 
change when delivered in isolation from broader policy responses (Corner & Randall, 2011). 
This paper argues that current and historical social marketing approaches fail to take account 
of the complexities inherent in climate change. The traditional social marketing focus on the 
role of the individual as a rational decision maker responding to incentives and information 
designed to create new behaviours, is potentially problematic when dealing with a complex 
issue like climate change (Corner & Randall, 2011). However, by viewing climate change as 
a super wicked problem, with discrete but related complexity factors, designers of social 
marketing programs can develop and implement programs that will respond adequately to the 
problem at hand. 
For the purposes of this paper, social marketing is regarded in its broader sense of seeking to 
encourage a social good through the design, development and implementation of programs 
(Kotler & Zaltman, 1971). In this sense, it goes beyond social advertising through traditional 
communications channels and covers some aspects of community engagement. However, the 
paper does not specifically address non-voluntary measures, such as taxes and regulations, 
other than in relation to voluntary responses generated by social marketing. 
 

A Super Wicked Problem 
Super wicked problems are extensions of the concept of wicked problems, which emerged in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s in recognition that modern societies had moved from so-called 
tame problems, which had clear boundaries and shared historical evidence and experience to 
draw upon to develop solutions, to more difficult challenges (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Wicked 
problems were defined as being of increasing complexity, characterised by a set of 
distinguishing features including the lack of an obvious stopping rule at which point the 
problem is solved, no standard set of applicable solutions, one shot at addressing the problem 
and that the problem is interlinked with other problems, so that changes in the circumstances 
of one problem will affect, sometimes adversely, other problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973).  
Levin et al. (2007) extended this concept to create super wicked problems, characterised by 
four complexity factors:  

• there is a limited time to respond; 
• the problem is caused by those seeking the solution; 
• there is weak or non-existent central authority; and  
• future benefits from solving the problem are discounted.  

This characterisation was developed in order to inform and improve policy responses. 
Examining current social marketing techniques through a lens of climate change as a super 
wicked problem, offers an opportunity to better understand where social marketing has fallen 
short in its response to climate change and how it might go further. 
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Limited Time to Respond 
The nature of climate change is such that the longer humanity delays the development of 
appropriate solutions, the bigger and more complex the problem becomes due to feedback 
loops which exacerbate existing causes of the problem, as well as their impacts (Cox et. al  
2000). This increase in the scale of the problem allied with a decreasing window of 
opportunity within which to react can result in a general feeling of powerlessness amongst 
individuals and communities (Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, & Whitmarsh, 2007). In addition, 
the kinds of actions individuals have been asked to undertake in climate change social 
marketing campaigns have been criticised as inadequate in terms of the scale of emissions 
reduction required, effectively encouraging individuals to feel that they are responding 
sufficiently, when they are not (Brulle, 2010). Social marketing program designers need to 
think about responses which take account both of the scale and limited time involved in 
climate change as a problem, and also how individuals understand and relate to these 
particular complexities.  
Program designers could examine broader environmental shifts currently underway for clues 
to create interventions, which spread rapidly through social networks and establish new 
behavioural and attitudinal norms. Diffusion theory, which forecasts and analyses the rate of 
adoption of an innovation or new behaviour, offers an insight into those practices that have 
spread quickly (Rogers, 1995). According to diffusion theory, the successful uptake of a new 
behaviour depends upon five factors: relative advantage compared to existing practice, 
compatibility with lifestyle and/or values, the complexity of the innovation, the trialability, 
allowing new adopters to test the innovation, and observability, in terms of how easily 
benefits derived from the innovation are viewed by the wider community (Rogers, 1995). The 
relatively rapid uptake of certain pro-environmental behaviours, such as the installation of 
rooftop solar and commuter cycling in Australian inner cities, may provide clues for other 
individual actions, which can be developed quickly in order to provide an adequate response 
to the scale and limited time of climate change (Wardman et. al; Watt et. al  2014).  
In addition, the shift from mitigation to adaptation may provide an opportunity to address the 
complexity of a shortening horizon in which to react. An advantage of adaptation is that when 
implemented successfully, it sets out a vision of a climate altered future with a clear pathway 
forward, albeit one which takes account of potential changes in circumstances along the way 
(Grothmann & Pratt, 2005). The setting of agreed future scenarios and associated path 
forward, through adaptation programs, allows individuals to respond in a structured and 
supported manner over time. 
 
Caused by Those Seeking the Solution 
Climate change has generated responses by a range of actors within a society, including 
individuals, communities, public and private bodies, and governments. The heart of the 
problem, the very existence of climate change is contested in the public discourse, despite 
increasing scientific certainty (Oliver, 2014). While competing viewpoints are a factor 
common in wicked problems, they are typically presented as variations on potential solutions 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973). By contrast, the centring of a contested discourse around the basic 
science has resulted resulting in weak or fluctuating levels of support and even active 
opposition (Oliver, 2014). 
This presents a challenge for social marketing engagement built on an information-deficit 
model, which has formed an integral part of many Australian climate change programs 
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(Moloney et. al 2010). The information-deficit model posits that individuals will act in 
response to an issue when presented with information that convinces them of the need to act. 
While the information-deficit model assumes individuals to be rational in their approach to an 
issue, the confusion surrounding climate change encourages people to fall back on heuristics 
and existing values, to either accept or reject the science, resulting in responses insufficient to 
the problem (Preston, Mustelin, & Maloney, 2013).  
Social marketing program designers should investigate alternative approaches to the 
information-deficit model, which seek to avoid the contested discourse. One option may be 
not to talk about climate change at all but instead guide individual and community behaviour 
through libertarian paternalistic approaches (Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). Another option would 
be to once again take advantage of the shift to adaptation by placing communications within 
this context (Morton et. al 2011). In both instances, shifting discussion about climate change 
away from the contested space currently occupied by deniers and their opponents presents 
new opportunities to encourage individuals and communities to undertake positive climate 
change responses. 
In the first instance, taking a libertarian paternalistic or ‘nudge’ approach (Thaler & Sunstein, 
2003), a program designer could use defaults to drive uptake of positive climate change 
responses at particular life stages, such as renovating a house. For example, a program that 
provided energy efficient lighting as a default in house renovations, if delivered at sufficient 
scale, could create a new expectation of renovation standards that may then spread through 
agents of diffusion within the building industry. In this instance, by using the default of 
energy efficient lighting within a program the decision is taken out of the hands of the 
consumer and also creates a ‘standard as norm’ within a sector. 
In the second instance, of climate change adaptation, the increasing focus of governments at 
all levels on adaptation offers an opportunity to shift the discussion around climate change to 
one of risk management. This allows designers to talk about climate change within a context 
with which individuals may be more familiar. Messaging could reflect existing notions of risk 
management, such as personal and home insurance, to drive participation in both adaptation 
and mitigation responses; for example, in the same way we install home security (mitigation) 
to deter break-ins as well as purchase house insurance (adaptation) to protect against its 
impacts. 
 
Weak or No Central Authority 
Governments implement climate change social marketing for a variety of reasons, including a 
recognition that governments cannot solve all problems, an understanding that there are 
additional benefits for individuals who take responsibility for their behaviours and to attempt 
to improve the cost effectiveness of other measures, such as policy and regulation 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2007). These approaches are not value free; governments are 
embedded in a socio-economic system, which emphasises the role of the individual, 
sometimes within but sometimes at the expense of community, then social marketing 
approaches will also reflect this viewpoint. As a result, they are unlikely to challenge the 
socio-economic status quo, which may be regarded as a major contributing factor to the 
causes of climate change (Corner & Randall, 2011).  
Consequently, climate change social marketing has been critiqued as an abdication of 
responsibility by government as it leans towards an approach in which individuals are treated 
as consumers, rather than citizens (Berglund & Matti, 2006). While recognising there is 
crossover in the roles played by individuals as both citizens and consumers, social marketing 
program designers have to work within these frameworks and be aware which role they are 
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asking individuals to play with regard to specific actions. Further, they need to recognise the 
limitations and benefits of some actions that may be undertaken by individuals in these very 
different roles.  
Consider a government social marketing program designed to encourage energy saving 
behaviours in the home. Program framing may stress financial savings to be gained by such 
actions, which leans towards the role of individuals as consumers of energy. In doing so, the 
program designer needs to understand that this approach may crowd intrinsic motivations 
individuals may possess to respond to climate change as part of a common, social good 
(Berglund & Matti, 2006).  In such circumstances, governments need to assess whether they 
are more interested in the outcome of reduced energy through uptake of energy saving 
behaviours, or a potential outcome of greater social engagement around the issue of climate 
change. Weak and variable public support for governments to take decisive action suggests 
that government social marketing programs, combined with a broader selling of the need to 
take action, have struggled to move beyond the role of individual as consumer to one of 
individual as citizen (Oliver, 2014). 
In addition, Federal and state governments in Australia have increasingly relinquished roles in 
climate change social marketing programs, instead focusing on broad policy instruments, such 
as pricing carbon, and setting adaptation frameworks (Chubb, 2014).  This has left local 
government as the primary vehicle directly engaging individuals and communities in 
responding to climate change. The suitability of local government to play a leading role in 
responding to a global problem has been questioned (Brown, 2008), but a shift to a focus on 
adaptation offers advantages for local government as it is the level of government most 
closely aligned to dealing with the impacts of climate change. Local government social 
marketing campaigns could explore opportunities to discuss adaptation, and related mitigation 
actions, in terms of expected impacts to be felt by individuals and communities.  
 
Future Benefits are Discounted 
Finally, future benefits from solving the problem are discounted as individuals are unwilling 
to give up short-term benefits for long term and apparently indistinct gains, which they may 
not enjoy directly (Weber, 2006). A key influence upon how individuals respond to climate 
change messages is the sense of uncertainty regarding what their future lives will look like in 
a climate change altered environment. This uncertainty can result in individuals reacting 
negatively to climate change communications, preferring to focus on their own self-interest 
rather than a collective good (Hine et al., 2013).  
Adaptation provides an opportunity to both localise and make real that altered future and the 
associated impacts of climate change in a way that can be more easily understood. Adaptation 
based social marketing can link current known impacts, such as severe storms, more and 
longer heatwaves and increased incidence of bushfires, to a predicted future. This does not 
have to take the form of “this is climate change happening” but rather “this is the sort of thing 
we can expect more of in the future due to climate change.” This then acts as a motivation, 
both to adapt to future impacts as well as to mitigate current contributions in order to limit the 
scale of future climate change. 
 
Conclusion 
Our purpose in this paper was to analyse climate change as a super wicked problem to better 
understand the implications for social marketing interventions. As well as identifying the 
challenges inherent in the complexity of a super wicked problem, we also identified possible 
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opportunities, which should be considered in the design of future social marketing programs. 
Only by unpacking and analysing the discrete complexity factors that constitute a super 
wicked problem, can we hope to develop appropriate responses through social marketing. 
In each instance, we have identified specific barriers posed by each of the complexity factors, 
as well as opportunities to overcome these barriers. Social marketing needs to recognise these 
barriers and opportunities, and move away from previous approaches that have relied heavily 
on information provision designed to present arguments about climate change as a way to 
generate behaviour. This super wicked analysis points the way forward for new techniques 
which better recognise the complexity of the issue. 
These include applying diffusion theory to research pro-environmental behaviours, which 
have spread rapidly, such as the installation of rooftop solar and commuter cycling in major 
city centres, seeking to remove climate change from its current contested discourse, such as 
through a libertarian paternalistic approach, and implementing programs that reflect the 
strengths of the various levels of government. 
In particular, the policy shift from a focus purely on mitigation to one where adaptation plays 
an increasingly important role as a framing device for social marketing interventions creates 
new spaces for engagement. These include forming pathways which offer individuals and 
communities a clear way forward as well as visualisation of future impacts to guide and 
motivate both mitigation and adaptive responses.  
Understanding all of these complexities and how they interact within a super wicked problem 
framework, will be crucial to the future of successful social marketing addressing climate 
change.
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