Connecting art to science increases human engagement—that’s key to addressing climate change
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In recent decades, despite glaring and increasing evidence of climate change, much of this knowledge remains abstruse, cumbersomely documented, and opaquely presented, making engagement with it by "nonscientists" difficult. Perhaps this is the reason why a large segment of the general population remains convinced that human beings have not caused the observed 20th and 21st century climate change.
There exists, therefore, an exciting and necessary opportunity for scientists to collaborate with artists. In school, we learn that the scientific method begins with a hypothesis, progresses through research and analysis, and concludes with a result. The design process, in contrast, begins with human engagement and inquiry, progresses through ideation and prototyping, and concludes with a refined artifact. Perhaps the revolution we need to address climate change begins by making the human engagement of art-making an integral part of the scientific method. As a climate scientist teaching full time at an art university, I am uniquely positioned to explore these possibilities.
I also maintain that improvements in data visualization can not only improve communication of climate change, but also facilitate exploratory research and help researchers ask qualitatively "better" scientific questions. Exploratory analysis, or a precursory evaluation of data with the intent of generating a research inquiry or hypothesis, is often hampered in efficacy by an arduous data-parsing process or incomplete and confusing data visualization.
Here I present a collaboration with designer Adrian Galvin, in which we conducted a thorough workflow inquiry and iterative prototyping sessions to refine and redesign interactions and visual representations of a data delivery interface. The result of these efforts facilitated better science through streamlined exploratory investigation, and reduced the time taken to generate visualizations and correlations.
Through the examples presented here, there is real potential for art and design to dramatically improve the way climate research is conducted and communicated. As we update our understanding of the environment, we must also update the tools we use to study it and the methods we use to present it to the public.
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