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More recently, with the fast and vast spread of the Internet technology a powerful tool of soft power has risen to prominence—the social media. Communication through social media, as well as news and opinion articles, is not only spread extremely quickly, but also extremely cheaply. A number of governments, from Obama and Trump to Xi Jinping, as well as not-state actors, such as terrorist organizations, are increasingly turning to social media to deliver their political messages and shape public opinion [17]. If soft power is the “second face of power” as described by Nye and media is the “fourth estate”, then social media, as the new mass communication platform, is its new tool. In the current paper, however, we are not looking into how states or designated organizations use the Internet and social media to influence people’s opinions, but are instead interested in the opposite process—if a bottom-up approach, that is, if individuals or community groups, presumably not connected to any specific political body or fraction, could spark public reactions and increase awareness towards climate change, consequently leading to action at the political level. The technological innovation and the spread of social media platforms have entirely changed the way soft power could be employed. The active public participation in societal and political discourses via online channels has overtaken the traditional diplomatic sources—“user-generated content” outlets, “where ordinary citizens, not government experts” share information and opinions, has started to dictate soft power dynamics [18]. In the period between 2005 and 2013, the percentage of people using various forms of online social communication in the United States grew from 8% to 72% [19] and Climate 2019, 7, 122 5 of 15 reached 81% by 2017 [20]. The number of Internet users worldwide in 2018 was a bit over 4 billion people [21]. The expectations are that by 2021, there will be about 3.02 billion active social media users per month worldwide, with Facebook, Youtube, and WhatsApp being the top three social media platforms as of January 2019 [22]. Not only do users spend more and more time communicating through social networks, but an increasing number of people report that they use social networks as a primary source for receiving news. In a Pew Research study from 2012, more than 6 in 10 millennials (61%) in the US indicated that they use Facebook to receive political news and approximately 32% reported that they use the platform to share information and opinions about government policy and politics. More importantly, 25% admitted that they had become more engaged in a given political issue after reading or discussing about it on social media [23]. As of March 2019, Facebook registered over 2.38 billion monthly active users [24] while Twitter is projected to reach 275 million active users in 2019 [25], revealing the enormous potential of these applications to reach out to a large audience and to support people in creating networks. Never before has it been easier for the wide public to share its views on policy decisions. In many places political decision-making is closely related to the perceptions, understanding, and pressure put by the public on the political powers. As wide-scale activities such as reduction of carbon emissions and move towards more sustainable energy resources requires the active participation by private sectors and the community, perceptions of the causes and consequences of climate change are increasingly important in granting political mandates and forming political programs [26]. In the realm of climate change, a number of studies have reported that there is a link between social media use and changing opinions on the climate change issue, which could be both positive and negative [3]. Online platforms have been used for raising awareness, as well as for mobilization of volunteers and movements in favor of tackling the negative effects of climate change. However, the effects of climate change are not equally felt and realized throughout the different regions of the world. For many people, the idea and the possible consequences of political inactivity is still a rather abstract concept at the moment. Scientific articles using specific jargon and the fact that a number of academic and scientific research is restricted and shared mainly in the scientific community makes it more difficult for the wider public to have a more in-depth understanding of the underlying issues and possible outcomes. Social media, on the other hand, using visual and easy-to-understand messaging, reaches millions of people every hour. Visual representation adds an additional persuasive dimension. The more people seek, click on and share such information, the more search engines are bound to show related type of information [27].
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