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Abstract: This article investigates the role and effectiveness of ecological 
neologisms - newly coined or repurposed terms describing emerging environmental 
concepts - in environmental education and outreach initiatives. Through a mixed-
methods approach involving content analysis of educational materials and surveys of 
educators and the public, we explore the prevalence, perceived utility, and potential 
challenges associated with the use of these novel terms. Our findings suggest that 
while ecological neologisms can effectively highlight emerging environmental issues 
and foster a sense of urgency, their successful integration into educational and 
outreach efforts requires careful consideration of audience comprehension, potential 
for jargonization, and the need for clear and accessible definitions. 
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1. Introduction  
Environmental education and outreach play a crucial role in fostering 

environmental awareness, promoting pro-environmental behaviors, and engaging the 
public in addressing pressing ecological challenges. As our understanding of 
environmental issues evolves, so too does the language used to describe them. This 
has led to the emergence of ecological neologisms - new words or phrases that 
capture novel environmental phenomena, processes, or concerns (e.g., 
“Anthropocene,” “eco-anxiety,” “microplastics”). These terms often reflect cutting-
edge scientific understanding or emerging societal anxieties related to the 
environment. [1, 161]  

The use of neologisms in science communication is a double-edged sword. On 
one hand, they can provide concise and impactful labels for complex issues, raising 
awareness and facilitating discussions. For instance, the term “Anthropocene” 
effectively encapsulates the significant impact of human activities on Earth's 
geological epoch. Similarly, “eco-anxiety” acknowledges the growing psychological 
distress associated with environmental degradation. On the other hand, novel 
terminology can also create barriers to understanding, potentially leading to 
confusion, disengagement, and the perception of environmental science as 
inaccessible jargon.  
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This article aims to explore the use of ecological neologisms within the context 
of environmental education and outreach. Specifically, we seek to understand:  

❖ the prevalence of ecological neologisms in educational materials and outreach 
campaigns;  

❖ educators’ and the public’s perceptions of the utility and comprehensibility of 
these terms; and  

❖ the potential challenges and best practices associated with their effective 
integration.  

By examining these aspects, we aim to provide insights into how ecological 
neologisms can be strategically employed to enhance environmental literacy and 
public engagement. [2, 30] 

2. Methodology 
This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and 

qualitative data collection and analysis to provide a comprehensive understanding of 
the use of ecological neologisms in environmental education and outreach.  

Content Analysis: A content analysis was conducted on a diverse sample of 
environmental education materials (e.g., textbooks, websites of environmental 
organizations, educational videos) and outreach materials (e.g., brochures, social 
media campaigns, public presentations). The sample was selected to represent various 
target audiences (K-12 students, general public, policymakers) and environmental 
themes (climate change, biodiversity, pollution). The analysis focused on identifying 
the frequency and context of use of a pre-determined list of prominent ecological 
neologisms (identified through a preliminary literature review and expert 
consultation) as well as the emergence of new or less established terms. The presence 
and clarity of definitions or explanations for these neologisms were also recorded. 
[3,12] 

Surveys: Two separate online surveys were administered: one targeting 
environmental educators (formal and informal) and another targeting the general 
public. The educator survey explored their awareness and use of ecological 
neologisms in their teaching and outreach activities, their perceptions of the terms’ 
effectiveness in conveying environmental concepts, and the challenges they 
encounter when using them. The public survey assessed their familiarity with a range 
of ecological neologisms, their understanding of these terms, and their attitudes 
towards the use of such terminology in environmental communication. Convenience 
sampling was used to recruit participants for both surveys. 

Data analysis: Quantitative data from the content analysis and surveys were 
analyzed using descriptive statistics (e.g., frequencies, percentages, means) and 
inferential statistics (e.g., t-tests, chi-square tests) to identify patterns and significant 
differences in the use and perception of ecological neologisms across different 
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contexts and audiences. Qualitative data from open-ended survey questions and the 
contextual analysis of materials were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify 
recurring themes and nuanced perspectives on the benefits and challenges of using 
these terms.[3, 13] 

3. Results 
Prevalence in materials: The content analysis revealed that ecological 

neologisms are increasingly present in both environmental education and outreach 
materials. Terms like “climate change,” “biodiversity loss,” “sustainability,” and 
“pollution” were frequently encountered, often without explicit definition, suggesting 
an assumption of prior knowledge. More recent neologisms such as “Anthropocene,” 
“eco-anxiety,” and “microplastics” appeared less frequently, but their presence was 
notable, particularly in materials targeting adult audiences and addressing 
contemporary environmental issues. The provision of definitions or explanations for 
neologisms varied significantly, with some materials offering clear and concise 
explanations while others used the terms without any contextual support.[4, 32] 

Educator perceptions: The educator survey indicated that while a majority of 
educators were familiar with many ecological neologisms, their usage in teaching and 
outreach varied. Educators reported both benefits and challenges associated with their 
use. Benefits included the ability to introduce timely and relevant environmental 
concepts and to foster a sense of urgency about emerging issues. Challenges included 
concerns about student or public comprehension, the potential for the terms to sound 
overly technical or alarmist, and the time required to adequately explain their 
meaning. Many educators emphasized the importance of providing clear definitions 
and contextualizing neologisms within broader environmental concepts. [5,56] 

Public perceptions: The public survey revealed varying levels of familiarity with 
the ecological neologisms presented. Commonly used terms like “climate change” 
and “pollution” had high recognition rates, while newer terms like “Anthropocene” 
and “eco-anxiety” were less familiar. Understanding of these terms also varied, with 
some respondents demonstrating accurate comprehension while others held vague or 
inaccurate interpretations. Attitudes towards the use of neologisms were mixed, with 
some respondents appreciating their conciseness and ability to highlight important 
issues, while others found them confusing or exclusionary. The need for clear and 
accessible explanations was frequently expressed.  

4. Discussion 
The findings of this study highlight the growing integration of ecological 

neologisms into environmental education and outreach. While these terms offer 
valuable tools for communicating complex and emerging environmental issues, their 
effective use requires careful consideration of the target audience and the potential 
for misinterpretation. The prevalence of established neologisms without consistent 
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definitions suggests a potential gap in ensuring fundamental environmental literacy. 
The varied perceptions among educators and the public underscore the need for a 
nuanced approach to incorporating novel terminology. 

The benefits reported by educators, such as the ability to address timely issues 
and create a sense of urgency, suggest that ecological neologisms can be powerful 
tools for raising awareness. However, the challenges related to comprehension and 
potential jargonization necessitate a strategic approach. Educators and outreach 
professionals should prioritize providing clear, concise, and context-rich explanations 
when introducing new terms. Utilizing analogies, visuals, and real-world examples 
can enhance understanding and engagement. [6,140] 

The public’s mixed reactions highlight the importance of avoiding overly 
technical or alarmist language that could alienate or disengage audiences. While 
some neologisms effectively capture critical ecological realities, their introduction 
should be accompanied by efforts to build foundational knowledge and address 
potential anxieties in a supportive manner. Furthermore, involving the public in the 
process of understanding and even co-creating language around environmental issues 
could foster greater ownership and engagement. 

5. Conclusion 
Ecological neologisms represent a dynamic aspect of environmental 

communication, reflecting the evolving nature of our understanding and concerns. 
While they hold the potential to effectively convey new and critical environmental 
concepts in education and outreach, their successful integration hinges on a mindful 
approach that prioritizes clarity, accessibility, and audience comprehension. 
Educators and outreach professionals should strive to balance the need for concise 
and impactful terminology with the imperative of ensuring broad understanding and 
engagement. Future research could explore the long-term impact of using specific 
ecological neologisms on environmental literacy and behavior change, as well as 
investigate effective strategies for introducing and explaining these terms to diverse 
audiences. 
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