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Feel free to share your info in the chat

Name
Pronouns
Location
Organization/affiliation
What's one reason you wanted to attend today’s 

training? 
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About the Climate Advocacy Lab

The Lab equips the US climate movement with the 
evidence-based insights, skills, and connections needed 

to build durable power and win equitable solutions.



Evidence to 
support 
climate 
advocates

Public opinion research

Social science research

Data and analytics

Experimentation

Case studies 
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The Climate Advocacy Lab is here for you!

Community Trainings

The Lab equips the US climate movement with the evidence-based insights, skills, 
and connections needed to build durable power and win equitable solutions.

InsightsResearch



The Lab Team

Carina Barnett-Loro
Co-Director

Justin Rolfe-Redding
Social Scientist

Jack Zhou
Social Scientist

Rebecca Tamiru
Program Manager

Apollo Gonzales
Co-Director

Andrea Fortanel
Community Lead

Diamond Spratling
Climate & Health Lead

Nicole Ektnitphong
Community & Partnerships Manager

Gabrielle Heidrich
Training Lead

Assata Harris
Training Manager

Lyrica Maldonado
Operations & Training 

Associate



Ways to plug in
• Join the Climate Advocacy Lab

• Join Slack community
• Introduce yourself in the #Intros channel 
• Ask questions in the #Ask channel

• Reach out to us with questions, 
ideas, resources

• info@climateadvocacylab.org

ClimateAdvocacyLab.org/become-a-member
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Research on 
rural 

communities 
in the Lab’s 

Resource 
Library



Transforming the 
Rural Narrative on 
Climate Solutions

Leveraging a benefits-forward strategy to 
connect with hardworking rural Americans



The Road to Climate 
Progress Runs Straight 
Through Rural America

Our Goal: Ensure rural communities aren’t 
left out and don’t opt out of the benefits 
flowing from climate solutions. 





Our agenda today is simple:

1. Defining our audience

2. Prioritizing a narrative order of operations

3. Applying the 5 keys of a transformative 

narrative for hardworking rural people

4. Demonstrating rural credibility 

5. Pivoting to policy or practice



Defining Our Audience

Who are they? What are their emotions, 
their values, and lived experiences?



What do we mean by rural?



How do we communicate 
differently to these audiences?

Funders
Climate 

Champions
Everyone Else

What do we 
talk about 
with them?

How do we 
earn their 
support?



Funders
Climate 

Champions
Everyone Else

What do we 
talk about 
with them?

How their 
donation can 
fight climate 
change! 

How their actions 
can reduce climate 
impacts and reach 
new audiences.

How changes can 
save them money 
and give them the 
tools and 
opportunities to 
build a good life. 

How do we communicate 
differently to these audiences?



Poll: What % of rural people 
would you say consider 
climate change to be human-
caused?



The Reality of our Landscape:

Growing concern about extreme weather does not equate 
to motivation for climate action.

Less than 50% of rural folks believe climate change is 
human-caused. 

Even fewer rural residents think their actions can have a 
meaningful impact on changing the trajectory of global 
warming. 



DON’T: 
Lead with climate catastrophe

DO
Employ a place-based, rural-led, 
economic forward strategy



Local vs. national narratives

Local and regional narrative 
work leverages storytelling to 
build buy-in for climate 
solutions in target 
communities.

National narrative efforts 
target national press, 
decision-makers, and 
stakeholders to change policy 
or provide resources. 

Today, we’re 
working here!



Our Narrative Order 
of Operations

How we win from leading with values and 
people — before we pivot to policy.





Understanding our audience 
means understanding our shared 
values as hardworking rural 
Americans — and meeting each 
other there.

We are united by our 
shared values

Source: EcoWomanist Institute



Rural identity and values are 
salient across geographies



Five common 
rural values:

1. Connectedness to nature 
2. Disconnectedness/Resentment 
3. Rootedness
4. Self-reliance
5. Hardworking*

Values 1-4 adopted from “Understanding Rural Identities and Environmental Policy Attitudes in 
America,” Emily Diamond, University of Rhode Island, 2021

*Value of hard work is shared across race and place per research by the Winning Jobs Narrative 
Project.



Connectedness to nature:

… But that doesn’t mean we like 
being told what to do by outsiders.

The environment and working lands play a larger 
role in rural people’s lives…

Kera Carrion / KERA News



Disconnectedness/Resentment:
Rural people can feel left out or cut out from major 
governance and decision-making processes..

… But often those 
processes are not 
designed with us in mind .



Rootedness:

Rural people have a deep 
connection to land and 
communities. We share a 
strong sense of place.

Supporting each other = A sense of 
shared stewardship of land and 
resources.

Soul Fire Farm

Alaska News Source



Self-Reliance:

Rural people have a sense of independence and 
pride in our ability to fend for ourselves.

Source: PIRG



Hardworking:
Is an identity that we all 
proudly claim — across 
race and place.

Big Dream Farm (Jared Davis)



What do we mean when we 
say ‘working people?’



Fun fact: 95% of 
you identified as 
hardworking on 
your registration 

survey for this 
training! 



Applying the 5 Keys of a 
Transformative Narrative 

for Rural Americans
The 5 Key Elements in Action





• Research-tested message framework that can bolster our existing strategy 

• A framework for engaging our audiences around shared values, with an 
emphasis on working families and the economy

• Tangible messaging that resonates across constituencies

Before we start: What does this 
narrative framework give us?



• An intensive review of existing research from state and national partners 
• Six-month qualitative research phase with over 3,000 conversations in 17 

states 

• 2,500 canvass conversations in 5 states 
• 150 field interviews with communities in 4 states

… Followed with a massive quantitative phase of over 110,000 survey 
interviews.

How were these keys developed?



1. Centering working 
people as heroes
Frame policies in ways that show how they will impact and 
empower working people. Make working people and their 
concerns the subject and focus of messaging.



Working people are the heroes

Working people see 
hardworking families, small 
businesses, and family 
farmers as the backbone of 
the economy. 



Naming working people expressly



Naming 
working 
people.

Naming our concerns 
(e.g., lowering costs)

Image Source: Rural Action



2. Support and value the 
importance of work

Acknowledge and appreciate hard-working people…
and what they should expect in return.



People claim ”hardworking” as an 
identity
It’s an identity and an attribute that most Americans across race, class, and 
geography proudly claim. 

Source: East Bay Times



Hard work is about contribution

It’s not about glorifying 
work, it’s about having a 
good life and contributing to 
our community. 



Do Don’t

Use the term respecting working 
people

Use the term rewarding working 
people



Don’t Do

Lead with climate disasters or 
greenhouse gas emissions

Lead with making people’s lives 
better and improving economies

Source: Taos News



3. Situating working people as 
engines of the economy

When people have what they need, it 
is inherently an economic good. 

Worker Business Economy



As a small farmer, I wish that more 
people understood that healthy 

farmers means a stronger 
economy for all of us.



“The economy” also means identity, 
values, and culture
 People fundamentally “get” the economy, how it works, and that it’s 
something that’s created. 



4. Positioning Government 
and Corporations in a 
Supporting Role

People want a hand-up, not a hand-out.

It’s not about doing something for people, it’s about 
equipping people.



Government isn’t the hero, working 
people are.

People aren’t inherently 
opposed to an active role for 
government relating to jobs 
and the economy. But there 
can be push-back about what 
government can actually 
accomplish. 

Source: Fast Company



Government pulled us 
out of this pandemic!

No, workers pulled us out 
of this pandemic. 

Now, we need our leaders 
to focus on policies that 

work for us.



Responsible actors or villains?

Villains are villains because of what they do, not who they are.



Corporations aren’t 
automatically villains in the 
eyes of working people

Most people recognize that 
corporations are important 
employers and a key part of 
our economy — and they 
believe corporations have 
responsibilities beyond their 
bottom line to their 
employees, customers, and 
communities.

Is this headline for national 
readers, or Missouri farmers?



5. Relate the economy to 
communities and families

Relate your message to the broader economic impact and 
community:

Use “Makes economic sense” and “is good for everyone”
Working-class voters prefer a focus on kitchen-table economic issues, 
framed in universal terms.



What’s good for one is good for all

Supporting the needs of the particular, while reminding us that we’re 
all a part of the same social fabric.



Cultivating the next generation 
of college-educated rural 

Americans is important for our 
economy. 

These educational loan reforms 
ensure that new farmers, 

electricians, and workers can 
access agricultural programs and 
trade schools so they’re ready to 

secure our national food and 
trade systems and build a good 

life.



Key takeaways:
It’s not about climate. 
It’s about working people, their 
pocketbooks, and their families.

Messengers are crucial.

Our job: Find ways to resonate with 
people on the shared value of hard work 
and demonstrate climate solutions as 
good for our rural economies.



Demonstrating 
Rural Credibility

How can we work with trusted 
messengers and effective messages? 





Poll: What % of our narrative 
is defined by our messenger?

25%? 50%? 100%?



Rural narrative is 75% messenger 
and 25% message

From farmers: What’s good 
for us is good for everyone.



You know 
who might 
be a better 
voice to 
make this 
point?



These folks:



Moving to Policy 
and Practice

Using our framework to move 
people to action





This is where your 
knowledge shines

Your work focuses on policies that will 
benefit working families. 

Don’t forget to frame those policies in an 
economic light, with working people at 
the center.



What did we learn?

• Center and lead with working people – the heroes. 
• Value and support work to connect on shared values.
• Situate working people as the engines of our economy. 
• Position government in a supporting role, so we respect and 

center personal agency. 
• Relate climate solutions to the broader economy and shared 

benefits, creating shared prosperity. 



Narrative Dos Narrative Don'ts

Benefits-forward framing Climate alarmism

Center working people Lead with villains or center 
government as a fix all 

Focus on opportunities 
and tools

Make people feel they’re 
being offered a handout

Respect Preach

What did we learn?

Does this headline apply 
the narrative keys?



As much as we can, we should be focused on 
ensuring that people have the opportunity 
and tools to build a good life.

Remember the Tools and Opportunities:



We would love 
to be a narrative 
resource to you:

Our help line is open at
narrative@ruralclimate.org


