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Your campaign narrative 
articulates an inspiring, 
culturally-compelling vision for 
the world you are working to 
bring into being…

Contextualizing your communications work

… Composed of a series of 
stories that show how if we 
work strategically and 
collectively, we can achieve that 
vision…

… Told and re-emphasized 
through your communication 
strategy, which considers 
messages, messengers, and 
mode of delivery. 

The Intercept, 2019; Sunrise Movement, 2019



Articulate an inspiring, visionary narrative

• What is the world you are 
working to bring into being? 
What will it take for us to get 
there?

• Who are heroes, villains, and 
impacted communities?

• What supporting images or 
other media would be useful to 
help show (not just tell folks 
about) your vision?



Reading “A Message from the Future”

The Intercept, 2019

“What if we actually pulled off a 
Green New Deal? What would the 

future look like then?

…We realized that the biggest 
obstacle to the kind of 

transformative change the Green 
New Deal envisions is overcoming 
the skepticism that humanity could 

ever pull off something at this scale 
and speed.” 

- Naomi Klein



Identify + understand your audience(s)
• Who are they (e.g. basic demographic qualities)?

• Where do they live?

• How do they self-identify?

• What are their core values and motivations?

• To which other communities or groups are they connected? 

• What are their opinions and behaviors on climate and energy 
issues, and why?



Understanding needs of central CA communities

“87% of constituents of the Inland Region identified themselves as being impacted by 
climate change and 64% constituents of color said that climate change disproportionately 

affects low income communities, reaffirming that individuals who live with the most 
acute impacts of climate change understand that and can be organized."

California Environmental Justice Alliance, 2019



Match your audience with credible messengers

• “Source credibility” composed of 
knowledgeability and relatability

• Credibility is not inherent in any 
given messenger, but conferred by 
the audience

• Who does your audience trust as a 
credible messenger (e.g., 
individuals, media outlets) for 
information on climate and energy 
issues?

Morning Consult, 2020



Who do conservatives trust for climate news?

University of New Hampshire, 2016; Fox News/AP, 2019



The Consensus Project; van der Linden et al., 2016 and 2019 

Emphasize “scientific consensus” to mitigate polarization

“When people don’t realize there’s a 
scientific consensus, they’re less 
likely to support climate action.”



Yale Climate Opinion Maps for Strategists, Zhang et al., 2018

Message most persuasive in conservative counties

“97% of climate scientists have concluded that human-caused 
global warming is happening….”



"Inoculate" against opposition arguments and 
misinformation

van der Linden et al. 2017

• Vaccinating audiences against counter-arguments

• Pointing out weaknesses in opposition messaging

• Can even be done retroactively



John Cook, 2019

"Inoculate" against opposition arguments and 
misinformation

"Don't be
fooled"



Balance magnitude, urgency of problem with hope

Yale University and George Mason University, 2018



Balance magnitude, urgency of problem with hope

Sunrise Movement, 2019

“For as long as I can remember, I’ve been 
aware of climate change as this looming 
threat...I want a future. I want to breathe. I want 
to have kids who can breathe.

Getting organized with a group of people that is 
constantly growing and constantly developing 
our strategies is the first time I have been able 
see tangible results.”

- Sunrise PDX activists



Build people’s sense of efficacy

ActionEmpowering 
messages

Increased 
efficacy Hope

Feldman and Hart, 2016

• Self-efficacy: “I am capable of acting!”
• Response efficacy: “Politicians will listen!”
• Collective efficacy: “We are more powerful when we act together!”
• Collective response efficacy: “Solutions will work!”



Increase self-efficacy through “legitimation rhetoric”

Levine et al., 2017; Citizens Climate Lobby

Characteristics of “risky political action”:
1. Unfamiliar, uncertain outcomes
2. Social interactions with unpleasant 

and/or hostile people 

Will you help lobby your local Congressperson? 
Please know that many people tell us they 
feel nervous about taking this on. It’s 
entirely understandable if you feel the same 
way. But it’s important to do…



• People underestimate their peers' climate concern

Noelle-Neumann, 1974

You
Am I the only

one concerned 
about these 
wildfires?

Help! 
climate

change!!

Leverage the power of social norms



• People underestimate their peers' climate concern
Us Together, we 

can make a 
big difference!

Noelle-Neumann, 1974

Leverage the power of social norms



You’re not alone! – even in Texas

Oil Change International



Tap into existing identities and reinforce activist 
identity.

Two theories around identity formation:

• We look at our past actions and 
create an identity for ourselves based 
on how we can have acted 
historically.

• We create an identity for ourselves 
based on who we want to be (and 
how we want others to see us) and 
then take actions that align with that 
identity



“Our job as parents is to work for solutions.”

Climate Parents, 2019

“Getting a few parents together to go to the city council, 
getting our kids to testify – we can all do that. You just have 
to get that sense of ‘Si se puede,’ yes we can, and make it 
happen.”

- Lisa Hoyos



Tell compelling, culturally-relevant, stories

• Stories help us to translate our 
values into the action

• Humans need stories both to 
contextualize the scale of impacts 
we face with climate change and 
imagine the required solutions

• Compel us to answer the question:
“What did you do when history 
called?” 



Telling youth climate activist stories

Alliance for Climate Education, 2019

“We’re unlike any generation before 
us. We’re inheriting a world… 
incapable of sustaining us and we 
need to know about that. 

We need to know the science behind 
climate change and we need to know 
the political decisions that caused it 
in order to change course and 
ensure that we can give a better 
world to generations after us than the 
one we were born into.”

- Vic Barret



Message frames can make a difference.

CHISPA, 2018

• No “magical message frame”

• Consider your audience (how 
they self-identify, what issues 
that care about, etc.)

• Use messages that match 
their motivations



Emphasizing the religious and moral 
dimensions of global warming and 
Christian value of “protecting God’s 
creation” significantly increased:

• Extent to which Christians viewed 
environmental protection as a moral, 
religious, and economic issue

• Belief that other people in their 
religious community think 
environmental protection is important

Goldberg et al. 2019; Interfaith Power and Light

Moral messages motivate people of faith
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Pick an effective mode of contact

Pew Research Center, 2018; Yale Climate Connections, 2019

The Yale Center for Climate Change Communication broadcasts their “Climate 
Connection” stories on hundreds of English and Spanish-language radio stations



High action rates with peer-to-peer texting

Food and Water Watch, 2019

“Every 200 texts sent via Relay instead of the mass-text platform generated 1 
additional call to elected officials in Michigan, demanding action to address 
the Flint water crisis.”



Test assumptions and new approaches!

• Communications work provides tons of 
opportunities to test and better understand 
what resonates with the communities and 
constituencies you want to activate

• You can test message, messenger, and mode 
of contact as well as with and without different 
images

• Testing can be fast, easy, and cheap! Connect 
with the Lab team if you have questions. 



Testing message frames via Facebook

Alliance for Jobs and Clean Energy and Renew OR, Analyst Institute



Testing message frames via Facebook

Alliance for Jobs and Clean Energy and Renew OR, Analyst Institute



Sunrise Movement

Legitimation 
rhetoric

Inoculation

Outcome efficacy
Response efficacy

Outcome efficacy

Personal efficacy

Group efficacy



To sum it all up:
Visionary narrative

Identify key audience(s)

Credible messengers

Emphasize scientific consensus

"Inoculate” against misinformation

Balance fear, hope, courage

Build efficacy

Leverage social norms

Tap into identities

Tell personal stories

Frame your message

Consider mode of contact

Test!



Bonus: 
a worksheet

for you!

Developing an 
audience-
centered 

communications 
strategy


