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• Research shows that Canadians:

– Are not persuaded by economic arguments 
against the environment and remain green

– Are aware, concerned and frustrated by inaction

– Believe global warming is happening now

– Believe Canada can and should play a major part 
in solutions

– Are relatively convinced of the science

– Embrace collective over consumerist solutions



ă Dec 2006 to Jan 2007 fieldwork

Global Warming concern up 27 points in 10 years

ñVery Concernedò



Global warming has made the environment a top 
priority across the country

National Top-of-Mind Issue

ñGreen Waveò
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But what about the recession?

Even in tough economic times, Canadians continue to see the 

environment as a high priority issue.

•A majority of British Columbians polled by the Columbia 

Institute in June 2009 either strongly agreed or somewhat 

agreed with the statement:

“My local government should take strong action on 

Global Warming even if it means I have to pay higher 

taxes.ò

•That’s the third year in a row people have responded this way.

•A Harris-Decima poll from August 2009 found that 67% of 

Canadians think the environment should remain a top priority, 

even while the economy is struggling. 



{ƻ ǿƘȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘŀƪŜ 
responsibility for environmental problems?

• aƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎŀǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ 
what they can/should be doing to take 
effective action (both personally and in terms 
of public policy).



From Awareness to Action: 
/ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ά!έǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ

1. Awareness is critical, but not enough on its own. In fact, 
ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ Ψǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΩ 
awareness can lead to despair and disengagement.

2. Agency: Change depends on developing a sense that there 
ŀǊŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƻƴŜΩ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜΦ

3. Association with other people in groups to work on these 
issues. Efforts to change are more effective, and last longer, if 
people work together. 

4. Action and reflection: Action needs to be combined with 
reflection on outcomes.

(Source: How can local authorities stimulate & support behavioural change in response to climate 

change? Alexander, Ballard & Associates, UK, 2005)



Communicating on Climate Change & Sustainability: 

What Works?
Based on research from the 

FrameWorks Institute & McAllister 
Opinion Research, 2007



• Representative online survey of 2,307 adults age 18+ 

• English Canadian respondents randomly selected from a 
telephone recruitment panel of 250,000

• Results weighted to 2,275 using 2001 census numbers 

• 3 studies of ~765 respondents each (± 3.5% 19 times/20)

• 49 possible routes through the survey

• Fielded July 24th to August 1st, 2007

Fieldwork Methodology
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PRIORITY

Not Familiar

ñChoirò (sold)

15%
PRIORITY

Familiar

ñHeathenò(oblivious)

16%
Not Familiar

NOT PRIORITY

ñAtheists (reject)

2%
Familiar

NOT PRIORITY

4 Key Sustainability Audiences



• Appear larger and louder than their numbers would warrant

• Disproportionately highly educated, articulate affluent older men, 
many of whom now reside in Alberta.

• Atheists also include highly educated younger men under the age of 
24. Atheists are well-versed in sustainability, and simply reject it.

• They care about social and environmental issues, but for them, 
economic growth is most important driver of public policy.

• Atheists are more likely to see social ills, even mismanagement as 
an artefact of human nature.

• Atheists can take up a great deal of energy and resources, but are 
not likely to be convinced of anything unless there are benefits for 
economic growth.

Sustainability Audiences: 

Atheists (2%)



• These are mostly men, but also women, under the age of 35, with less 
than university education, living in large cities.

• They do not feel a part of their community, believe that most Canadians 
do not care about the environment and equate consumerism with 
gratification.

• ¢ƘŜ IŜŀǘƘŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƭƻǿŜǊ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ !ōǊŀƘŀƳ aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ 
hierarchy of needs: social status and belonging, security of body and 
employment and basic physiological needs.

• The Heathen are not the first group to reach out to and will not lead 
change. However, they can be expected to respond to NIMBY (Not in My 
Backyard) situations and follow the trend once momentum builds.

• Like the Atheist, the Heathen tend to blame social ills on individual human 
flaws like greed and laziness.

Sustainability Audiences: 

The Heathen (16%)



• These are sustainability advocates, thoroughly familiar with the 
term and the concept.

• They are mainly young urban university graduates and boomers 
who feel connected to the communities in which they live.

• The Choir is energized by the problem and are best recruited as 
advocates.

• They see individual behaviour as an issue, but ultimately believe 
that political leadership will lead to solutions through sound 
management and planning.

• If the Choir drives the sustainability conversation, then 
communication will start in the wrong place.

Sustainability Audiences: 

The Choir (15%)



• This is the key audience segment to target.

• Comprised of largely of boomer women with college but not university education

• These Canadians are enthusiastic and concerned about the issues sustainability seeks to 
address. But they are unfamiliar with the jargon and do not respond to the same benefits 
that excite a policy wonk.

• The Congregation does not want to start the conversation with a discussion of land use 
policy and urban sprawl. They want to start with global warming (not climate change), 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀǎǘƘƳŀ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ŎƻƴƎŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ .ǳǘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŘŜƳƻǊŀƭƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜƳΦ

• The conversation needs to move to practical solutions that give hope and optimism.

• This audience does not spontaneously link sustainability to economic and social benefits.

• The connection needs to be highlighted, but it might be a stretch as a point of entry.

• The Congregation responds well to essential emotional benefits related to the metaphors 
of life and renewal inherent in nature: water, food, generative ecosystems, children, and 
life. The fragility of home and the need to take care of it are resonant with this segment. 

• The Congregation would respond well to messages or stories from other everyday 
Canadians that demonstrate that others share their concerns and perspective.

Sustainability Audiences: 

The Congregation (67%)



How Do People Process Information?

• People use quick mental shortcuts to make sense of 
new information.

• Incoming information provides cues that connect to 
the existing pictures in our heads

• People get most information about public affairs 
from the news media, which creates a framework of 
expectation, or dominant frame

• Over time, we develop habits of thought and 
expectation that configure incoming information to 
conform to this frame

• To change opinion, you must shift the frame.



What are Frames?

CǊŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ άorganizing principlesthat are 
socially sharedand persistentover time, that 
work symbolicallyto meaningfully structure
ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΦέ

wŜŜǎŜΣ DŀƴŘȅ ŀƴŘ DǊŀƴǘΣ άCǊŀƳƛƴƎ tǳōƭƛŎ [ƛŦŜΣέ bWΥ [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜ 9ǊƭōŀǳƳΣ нллмΦ



Building Effective Frames

What Makes Up a Frame

• Context/Causal Sequences

• Values

• Stories

• Metaphors and Models

• Numbers/Social Math

• Messengers

• Visuals

• Tone

What Frames Do

• Tell us what this 
communications is ABOUT 

• Signal what counts, what 
can be ignored

• άCƛƭƭ ƛƴέ ƻǊ ƛƴŦŜǊ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ 
information

• Influence decision 
outcomes



• Legacy Stewardship: Caring for Earth on behalf of our 
children who will inherit it.

• Innovation/Can-do: Problem-solving and economic 
advancement through application of Canadian ingenuity.

• Responsible Management: International responsibility and 
leadership.

• Science: An appeal to scientific evidence, which is not explicitly 
an appeal to values, but more an invocation of expert opinion.

• Crisis: Averting imminent and drastic threats to our survival 
and way of life, which is less a value than an invocation of fear.

• Kyoto: Keeping promises made on an international stage.

FRAMING CLIMATE CHANGE: 
Value frames tested by McAllister Opinion Research 2007

$$



• Legacy Stewardship: Works for older women; but not for men, 
especially young men

• Innovation/Can-do: Works generally, especially for affluent, 
engaged voters in Toronto & young men ςaction on climate 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ άǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΦ

• Responsible Management: Works for women, especially young 
women, but not for cynical older men

• Science: Women receptive, but frame ineffective with men; 
may elicit technical debate & uncertainty

• Crisis: Negative effect among less affluent, less educated, 
younger men & heavy media consumers. Torontonians respond 
somewhat positively

• Kyoto: Torontonians respond well, but nobody else does

²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘΧ

$$



• Scientist  
• -Paradoxically the science value frame fared worst as a 

message delivered by scientists.  

• -But scientists seem to be able to speak about solutions 
to crisis without depressing support

• Ordinary citizen  
• -The responsible steward value frame works best for 

citizen messengers 

• -Kyoto and crisis frames are the most risky.

Environmentalist
-The crisis frame diminished support for action, while the 
science frame had the most positive results, followed by 
innovation. 

Matching messengers with the right messages



Putting it all together: 
The Core Story of Global Warming

• When you encounter problems, you find ways to address them.  We 
Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǊƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƻǳǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƛƴƎŜƴǳƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ƴŜǿ 
solutions to problems like global warming. (INGENUITY)

• Science can help us address this problem realistically, by identifying 
the most effective and practical solutions. (SCIENCE+SOLUTIONS)

• But first we need to understand the science. (MECHANISM)

• tŜƻǇƭŜ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ŦƛȄ ƛǘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎ ǿŀƴǘ 
us to do. (EFFICACY)

• Other countries (& municipalities) are getting on board (USE 
EXAMPLES)



Common Communication 
Quagmires

• άLǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ōƛƎΣ ǘƻƻ ǎŎŀǊȅΣ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜέ

• άLǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ όǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ 
Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎύέ

• άLǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ όŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΤ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ 
ǎŜƭŦƛǎƘύέ

• άLǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ όŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀƎǊŜŜ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΣ 
ƭŜǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎύΦέ

• άLǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƭƻƴƎ-term planning (and elections only allow for short-term 
ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎύΦέ

• ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƴŜǿ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ όǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻƴΩǘκŎŀƴΩǘ ōǳȅ 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƛƴŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅύΦέ

• ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ Ǉƭŀƴ όǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŀƴŘƻƳ ŀƴŘ 
ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜύΦ ά

• ά/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΣ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǎǳƴǎǇƻǘǎΣέ ŜǘŎΦ



Escaping quagmires 
by shifting the frame

Argument/Barrier Counter with:

LǘΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ                            /ƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ǎŀȅǎ ƛǘΩǎ Ƴŀƴ ƳŀŘŜ

No Solutions              Incentives work

Elitists/extremists            People like us

Powerless, Alone         We have power (use examples)

Too Big, Too Late          Practical Steps

Global Problem    hǳǊ aǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘȅ /ŀƴΧ



Conclusion: Key Findings

• VALUE: Innovation/ Canada (& our municipality) Can Do

• SOLUTIONS: Use examples

• NEW VALUE: Efficacy, citizen empowerment

• TONE: Practical, invites in community members

• SUPPORTING DATA: In measurable, human time scale (not 

distant future)

• MESSENGERS: Scientists, ordinary people and 

environmentalists have different roles to play.



Communicating Climate Change: Summary (1)

5ƻƴΩǘ

• Invoke the Crisis Frame
• Spend time on a list of effects
• Stress negative Legacy
• Use rhetorical tone
• Over-stress the magnitude of the change needed
• Leave people with ineffective actions
• Emphasize how little your municipality can do vs. the 

major role of the provincial and federal government.
• Get people fighting about the science instead of the 

solutions
• Use only Environmental Messengers



Communicating Climate Change: Summary (2)

Do:
• Start with the values of Innovation and Canada/our Municipality 

Can Do
• Explain how global warming works using a simple as possible 
άIŜŀǘ ¢ǊŀǇǇƛƴƎ .ƭŀƴƪŜǘέ ƳƻŘŜƭ

• Introduce solutions early in the communication
• Adopt a tone of practical problem-solving
• {ǘŀǘŜ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ǇƭŀȅΤ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊ-stress 

global consensus needed for meaningful impact
• Pair messengers and values strategically, playing to their 

expertise and their power as unlikely allies
• Invite ordinary community members into the discussion, and 

certify that Albertans are solidly behind addressing this issue
• Point to progress being made by other municipalities and 

communities who have demonstrated leadership
• Invite community leaders and business to get behind solutions



DISCUSSION & DIALOGUE

• What implications does the research 
presented today have for initiatives, 
campaigns, public outreach and future work in 
your communities? 


