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In order to be engaged, it is not enough for people to know 
about climate change; they also need to care about it, be 
motivated, and able to take action.

but…

“For many people, global warming simply fails to evoke 
visceral, emotional reactions. Without powerful emotions, 
there cannot be powerful responses.” – Seed Magazine
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A Continuum of Communication 



Frequently, approaches to communicating climate change 
assume that simply providing information to people will change 
the way they think and behave – need something else.

Use emotion and narrative to appeal to people

Climate communication is not about winning debates, but 
building relationships.

People are not motivated by a global, abstract, intellectual 
issue, but they are motivated by issues that resonate 
emotionally.

Main Considerations When Communicating









WHO?



To whom?
• Focus on the audience first, not the argument

• Understanding your audience’s perception of climate change is essential for effective 
communication.

• Know your audience and make sure you 
speak their language – each audience 
will interpret images, diagrams, and 
maps based on their own perspectives.

• Take an issue that may be of concern 
to your audience and present it as 
something over which they may have 
influence.



• Are not receptive to “climate change” discourse
• Argue there is dissent amongst scientists about the causes and realities of climate change
• Do not see how climate change could affect them personally or at the community level
• View action on climate change as unnecessary spending and not a priority, particularly during 

periods of fiscal restraint

• Are cautious and do not have a sense of urgency on the issue
• Believe climate change is real but a geographically-distant threat
• Advocate environmental action when opportunities arise (favourable market conditions, etc.)
• Support actions to prepare for climate change when these are “win-win” and local benefits 

can be shown

• See climate change as a priority and local action as a necessity 
• Understand that climate change is a serious threat and caused by human activities 
• Put their trust in climate science and projected changes to temperature and precipitation
• Consider environmental action considered a priority, with funds allocated accordingly
• Believe actions to mitigate and prepare for climate change should be integrated into/across 

municipal operations and planning.
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By whom?
• Find credible messengers, who speak the 

language of your audience and share 
their values

• Leaders and Champions –
organizationally, locally, regionally, 
nationally

• Unconventional allies



WHAT?



What do you want your message to achieve? 
• Do you want it to:

• Inform the audience?

• Create behaviour change (short or long term)?

• Inspire action?

• Engage the community?

• Build capacity?

• Invoke a sense of community and responsibility?

• Don’t assume that simply providing information to people will change the way they think and 
behave



Frame your message
• Frames can be used to make an issue particularly relevant to a given audience. 

• They are typically unconscious structures, communicated via language and 
imagery, which affect the way we think and talk. 
• Not intended to manipulate or deceive the audience, but to enhance understanding in a 

way that makes the most sense and is most relevant

• Potential frames: timescale, location, health, business case, liability, 
stewardship... 





• Before addressing an audience, ask yourself:
• What do I want or need to say? Is it concise? Is it appropriate?

• What can I do to ensure the answer to is “yes”?
• Accessibility

• Manage uncertainty

• Refine your message

• Focus on solutions

REMEMBER: Key message needs to be clear and prominent



WHY?



• Be clear as to why you are engaging people

• What is your communications goal?
• Inform?

• Behavioural change?

• Inspire?

• Engage the community?

• Build capacity?

• Invoke a sense of community &
responsibility?



WHEN?



• Timing! Choose the opportunities for communication that fit your existing 
priorities, goals, actions, and plans.

• Find the teachable moments.

• Be aware of how various communication arenas can be used to help 
strengthen your message.

• Use weather events as 
opportunities to communicate.

“If this strange and severe weather was once hard 
to imagine, it’s now hard to ignore”

– Maclean’s, September 2010



https://www2.ucar.edu/atmosnews/attribution/steroids-baseball-climate-change



Communication Points

Points of communication in a planning framework

Goal: Incorporate climate change thinking and talking 
into all organizational processes!



HOW?



Consider the following when deciding how to communicate:
• Is there something unique or particularly advantageous to using this type of communication 

method?

• Does the target audience have familiarity with and easy access to this communication method?

• What method best localizes the message I am trying to deliver?

• What is feasible – with regard to cost, time, and ability – for me to get the message out?

• How will this communication method reinforce other techniques currently being used or that 
could be used in the future?
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Putting it all together



Five main messages for 
communicating climate change

1 Know your audience so that you can target your messages to them

2 Be aware of how peoples’ values shape their beliefs on climate 
change

3 Talk about climate impacts in local, immediate terms to capture your 
audience’s attention 

4 Emphasize the power and practicality of local climate solutions

5 Address climate science in a simple, compelling ways, and stress the 
certainties of what we know
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