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Ah, the holidays are coming.  The only chance all year many of us get to go back to our home town and see all the relatives and old friends.  And argue with them.
With my family, there are many topics of conversation.  The cute, sparkling eyes of the tots when they see presents left by Santa under the tree.  The funny story of the old neighbor who sang out of tune on neighborhood caroling nights.  The best recipes for cranberry sauce.  I, of course, immediately steer the conversation to human-caused climate change and environmental protection.
Most of my family are “red-staters,” and my brother-in-law, who was a police lieutenant in the Phoenix area for years, tells me most domestic violence occurs during the holiday season.  Therefore, when I talk to my old friends and relatives I watch my step.  Fortunately, I teach a class in conservation communication at the University of Arizona and I have written a book on the subject.  Since many of you, no matter how hard you try to steer clear, will get in tough conversations about the environment with your family over the holidays, I’ll pass on a few tips.  Consider it an early Christmas present - how to hold your own in a conversation on a controvertial environmental topic and actually get the other side to listen to you. The good news is that I have had many of these conversations with confirmed climate-change deniers and anti-environment types.  The conversations have actually been fun, and I haven’t had my nose broken – yet.
First, get yourself in the right frame of mind.  Let’s pick climate change. I would say only a small percentage of climate change deniers are evil – the sort of people who would get their kid hooked on smoking if they thought they could make a buck out of it.  Most deniers either don’t know what to believe and latch on to the pseudoscience spewed out by the first group, or they think the problem is too big to tackle and don’t prioritize it. These are the people you stand a chance with.  Environmental issues just aren’t on many people’s minds and what seems obvious to us may not be obvious to others.  For example, many of us are not familiar with basic economics.  Imagine if 97% of economists came to us and said “You need to plan for short and long-term financial goals with at least 10% of your earnings deposited into 401K investments to take advantage of compound interest rates”. Perhaps the other 3% of economists came to us and said “Just spend, spend, spend till your hearts content. You’ll be fine because that first set of economists doesn’t know what they are talking about!”.  A sizable number of us might follow the advice of the 3%’ers because we don’t know much about economics; both groups are supposedly economic experts, and following the advice of the second group is easy - no matter how lopsided the percentages.  Therefore, those of us with knowledge in environmental issues must be able to effectively communicate and educate those who disagree with us to avoid a similar situation and protect our environment.  Furthermore, we must communicate frequently.  Here are a few tips to converse with that naysayer when you – or the other person – brings up an environmental topic:
1) Listen to them and ask questions.  This should always be your first step!  Most people like being asked for their opinions and appreciate someone truly listening. Frankly, it is just common courtesy. Withhold your viewpoint at first, and if the person is not specific in their criticisms, ask them what they mean.  Remember to KEEP YOUR COOL during this stage.  If somebody calls you a jerk, ask them what specifically led to that conclusion.  After letting them talk and talk and talk, they will 1) tire, and 2) you will have a good idea about what specifically bothers them.
2) [bookmark: _GoBack]Use verbal “judo”.  ALWAYS BE TRUTHFUL! If you are not truthful, this step will fail. Three options are a) legitimately complement them about something they say (e.g. you really have a strong opinion about this, sounds like you have been doing a lot of good thinking about it!); b) agree with them in some way (e.g., you are correct, sometimes the scientists don’t explain climate change very well); c) show them empathy (e.g., We used to own an oil well in Indiana.  I know exactly how you feel about the chance that you might lose some of yours).
3) Do the first two steps until you feel they are ready to listen.  Then diplomatically state your point of view.  (“I really care about your kids and mine.  I work with lots of scientists who are good, smart people, and who are really worried about the environment/climate change and are not just pushing an agenda to get money.  We really need to do something about this, and I hope you will commit to doing something about it” – e.g., not voting for deniers, etc.).

When things get tough, give these suggestions a try.  We need to positively engage others, or we will not be very effective at conserving our environment.  This stuff really works, and should be helpful for those of you who will be put in this position.  Remember, we need to convince those who are anti-science, anti-environment, and anti-climate change to realize holding those positons are not in the interests of themselves or their families!  For more detail, you can read my book!  Now get back to the caroling, but try to sing in tune.
