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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. 



Communicating Climate Change 101 

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

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. 

 

 

 

 

 



Knowing your Audience 

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

• Audiences will interpret images, diagrams and maps based on their 
personal perspectives.  

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

 

Global issues concern us but people don’t feel an immediate sense of influence 
over them. 
Local and neighbourhood issues we are concerned about and feel we have some 
influence over them (i.e. emergency preparedness plans, evacuation routes, 
home insurance). 
 



Timing 

• Communication is all about timing.  

• Especially true when the topic of discussion is something urgent 
and/or potentially controversial, like climate change.   

• Although timing is only one aspect of a good communications 
strategy, it is a hugely important one.  

• Luckily, improving timing in communication is not a difficult thing to 
do. It simply requires some advanced planning and patience.  

 



Communication Points 

What are the points of communication in a planning framework? 



Communications Primer 

WHO? 
WHAT? 

WHY? 

WHEN? 

HOW? 

A simple way to think about it is to follow the same as the 
basic rules of journalism or marketing – need to answer the 
“the big five”. 



Three groups – Three Different Messages 

• Do not acknowledge 
climate change as an 
area of concern 

• Environmental action 
seen as unnecessary 
spending and not 
prioritized 

• Actions to prepare 
for climate change  
not on the agenda 

 

 

• Climate change  is a 
priority and local 
action is necessary 

• Environmental action 
made a priority and 
funds allocated 
accordingly 

• Actions to prepare 
for climate change  
are included and part 
of broad policy  

The “naysayers” The “early adopters” 

• Acknowledge that 
climate change is an 
area of concern  

• Environmental action  
prioritized when 
associated 
opportunities 
presented 

• Actions to prepare for 
climate change on 
agenda when they are 
“win-win” 

The “opportunists” 



Some strategies 

• Tap Into: 

• Risk aversion and 
management 

• Status recognition 

• Ambition 

• Avoid: 

• Upfront cost 

• Taxation 

• Ecological concern 

 

• Tap Into: 

• Ecological concern 

• Civic engagement 

• National and global 
consciousness 

• Avoid: 

• Only long-term 
actions 

• Faith in technology 
and industry 

 

The naysayers The early adopters 

• Tap Into: 

• Enthusiasm for new 
technology 

• Savings 

• Entrepreneurialism 

• Avoid: 

• Consequences 

• Fear 

 

The opportunists 



Communications Primer 

WHO? 
WHAT? 

WHY? 

WHEN? 

HOW? 



Who?   

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

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

• Know you’re audience  
 and make sure you are  
 speaking their language 

• Find credible messengers, 
 who speak the language  
 of your audience and  
 share their values 
 (Who is communicating?) 

 

 

 

WHO? 



• Audience not receptive 
to “climate change” 
discourse 

• Bring onside partners  
(risk managers, 
economists, insurers) 

• Utilize unconventional 
partners and allies 

• Audience who are keen to 
act and see the 
importance 

• Bring onside experts that 
can present the latest 
information and forecasts 

The naysayers The early adopters 

• Audience and Council 
that need to know the 
numbers 

• Work with groups that 
can present the 
opportunities with 
climate change action 
(BIAs, commerce, key 
dept. heads) 

The opportunists 

WHO? 



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? 

 

WHAT? 



What WHAT? 

• Need to 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.    
 



What 

Three questions that every communicator should ask themselves 
before addressing an audience: 

• Have I said what I meant to say? 
• Have I put it as concisely as possible? 
• Have I put things as simply as possible? 

 

The key message needs to be clear and prominent.  

WHAT? 



• Risk aversion 

• Legal liability and 
insurance losses 

• Emergency 
preparedness 

• Avoid fearful tones 
and content 

• Climate change 
response 

• Stewardship of the 
land 

• Choose the right 
messenger to act as 
a continued 
motivator 

 

The naysayers The early adopters 

• Job creation 

• Energy savings 

• Give examples of 
solutions that are 
already working 

• Make the message 
tangible 

The opportunists 

WHAT? 



Why? 

• Be clear as to why you are engaging people. 

• What is your communications goal. 
o To gather feedback? 
o To increase awareness of an issue? 
o To mobilize action or participation in a program? 

• Be clear about what you’re asking of people before you engage 
them. 

WHY? 



• Put climate 
preparedness on the 
agenda (without 
necessarily labelling it 
as climate change) 

• Assign dollars and 
identify timelines 

• Enable Mayor and 
Council to become 
climate champions 

 

 

The naysayers The early adopters 

• Get buy-in to 
implement specific 
action  

• Levy their support 
to gain momentum 
with possible “nay-
sayers” 

The opportunists 

WHY? 



When 

• Choose the opportunities for communication that fit your 
municipality. 

• Find the “teachable moments” and consider their “shelf life”. 

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

• Use weather events as opportunities to communicate. 
 

WHEN? 

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

         – Maclean’s, September 2010 

 



• Use recent weather 
events as catalysts 
for action 

• Mutli-actor 
workshops / PPPs 

 

• Use consensus in 
organization to 
branch out into the 
wider community 

• Meetings of citizen 
advisory committees 
/ focus groups 

The naysayers The early adopters 

• Annual budget and 
workplan cycles to 
integrate climate 
action with other 
work streams 

• Interdepartmental 
working groups 

The opportunists 

WHEN? 



How? HOW? 

Consider the following when deciding on your how: 
• 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? 
 



How? 

• To be successful be careful of not making climate change a politically one-
sided issue 

• Compelling evidence of existing local climate impacts 

• Use language that will resonate with your audience (language which may 
or may not directly refer to the term “climate change”) 

HOW? 



How? HOW? 

Some options 
• Visual communications 
• Mapping 
• Written communications – brochures, handouts, newsletters 
• In-person communications – workshops, charrettes, coffee talks 
• Social media – twitter, facebook, flickr, YouTube, blogs, RSS feeds. 
 

 
 
“… Need to employ a variety of ways and means to communicate, 
and provide information in multiple formats to accommodate 
diverse needs.”        – Government of Canada, 

Communications Directive 

 
 



How? HOW? 



HOW? 

• Avoid the “doom 
and gloom” 

• Give examples that 
work 

• Disaster risk 
reduction  

  

• Continue 
presenting new 
information and 
solutions 

• Climate change 
adaptation 

 

 

The naysayers The early adopters 

• Use triple bottom 
line approach 

• Highlight low-cost, 
low-risk actions and 
the benefits they 
bring 

• Resilience 

The opportunists 

For each type of audience, any combination of the communications techniques could 
be applicable (Visual, Mapping, Written, In-person, Social media) 
 – important to consider the “meat” of the message as much as the medium. 



Area users 

School 
boards 

Local 
industries 

Parks & 
Rec Dep’t 

Residents 
City 

engineers 

Local 
politicians 

Health 
authority 

Conservation 
Authority 

Area users 

Social media 

Legal liability & 
 financial responsibility  

Through briefings & 
presentations 

Mail-out 
pamphlets & 
newsletters 

Technical reports 
Business-case; 
In-person meetings 

Heat 

Fresh water 
levels 

Storms & 
Intense 

Precipitation 

Visualizations 

Heat mapping Stakeholder engagement  
& education 

Community-
based social 
marketing 

Communication channels Groups to communicate to Climatic changes 



Conversation Authority X 

Soccer 

Field 

Education 

Center 

Heavy Rains 

Drought 



Five basic guidelines for communicating  
climate change 

• Guideline #1: Know your audience so that you can 
target your messages to them 

• Guideline #2: Be aware of how peoples’ values shape 
their beliefs on climate change 

• Guideline #3: To capture your audience’s attention talk 
about climate impacts in local, immediate terms 

• Guideline #4: Emphasize the power and practicality of 
local climate solutions, especially community 
preparedness 

• Guideline #5: Address climate science in a simple, 
compelling way, and stress the certainties of what we 
know 



Ewa Jackson 
Manager, ICLEI – Canada 

647-728-4387 
ewa.jackson@iclei.org 
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About ICLEI  

• Membership association of over 
1,200 local governments worldwide 

• Program work in climate change 
response, urban biodiversity, water, 
sustainability management, and 
stakeholder engagement 

• Adaptation Initiative – 20 
communities from across Canada 

• Decision support tools and resources: 
Adaptation planning guide, training 
resources, communications 
resources, and database of 
adaptation measures  

 


