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The John Ray Initiative is an educational charity with a vision to bring together scientific and 
Christian understandings of the environment in a way that can be widely communicated and lead 
to effective action.  

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

This Briefing Paper looks at recent research on effective communication on social issues and at 
climate change in particular.  
 
It provides an introduction to a series of different approaches: 
 

 Framing: Why Language Matters 
 Visuals: Why Images Matter 
 Connection: Why Values Matter 
 Storytelling: Why Stories Matter 
 People: Why Conversations Matter 

 
Each section includes links to toolkits and guides so that you can investigate further and 
incorporate the approaches into your own practice, so that anyone communicating on the climate 
crisis, whether campaigners, educators or environment leads in local churches, can find useful 
resources. These are not exhaustive lists but should help to illustrate key approaches developed in 
the last five years or so. 
 
Readers might also find JRI Briefing Paper 41 ‘Communicating the Environment’ helpful.i  

 
 
 

Framing: Why Language Matters 
 
Frames are ideas that provide scaffolding, they can be adapted for different audiences and 
different channels, and expressed in different ways. They are different to messaging which focuses 
on specific phrases or sound bites. 
 
Frameworks are a not-for-profit research organisation who work with charities who want to 
communicate on social issues in ways that will lead to change. They develop evidence based 
toolkits to help groups tell better stories that will resonate with the public. They describe framing 
as ‘The choices we make about what ideas we share and how we share them. It’s what we 
emphasise, how we explain an issue, and what we leave unsaid’ii 
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They outline five general principlesiii: 
 

1. Know what you’re dealing with – understand the deeper thinking that drives how people 
feel, think and act.  
 
There are three common mindsets that cause communicators problems:  

 Individualism, which believes that how we do in life is determined by our choices. 
This mindset normalises inequality and makes it harder to see the role and impact 
of systems.  

 Othering, which sets up ‘us versus them’ narratives and makes targeted support a 
more difficult sell.  

 Fatalism sees problems as too big or complex to solve, normalising the idea that 
taking action is pointless and making it harder to see solutions. 
 

2. Stand for something – lead with solutions not what you’re against.  
This means showing that change is possible. Crisis frames tend to have less impact than 
ones that place solutions at the front of people’s minds. 
 

3. Reframe don’t rebut – don’t spend time repeating messages you want to move on from. 
In other words don’t waste energy on debunking as it gets you stuck in the wrong story. 
Lead with your story not theirs. 
 

4. No naked numbers – interpret and put in context. 
Data can be helpful when it’s chosen carefully and presented with a story. 
 

5. Repeat, collaborate, repeat – consistency of story among partners in field. 
Repeat the ideas that you want people to remember, this is even more effective if other 
organisations you work with are using similar ideas as it builds familiarity. 
 
 

Toolkits and guides that use framing 

Six ways to change hearts and minds about climate change (Frameworks, produced in 
partnership with Heard and The Climate Change Collaboration)iv 
 
The key recommendations are: 

 Make it do-able and show change is possible 
 Focus on the big things and how we can change them 
 Normalise action and change, not inaction 
 Connect the planet’s health with our own health 
 Emphasise our responsibility to young people and future generations 
 Keep it down to earth 

 
Includes tips and before and after examples. 
 
Framing nature toolkit. A guide to how words can help wildlife. (Public Interest Research 
Centre)v 
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Explains what framing is and why it matters to conservation. Includes examples and exercises. 
Positive Communication toolkit. A guide to (re)framing conservation messages to empower 
action (Conservation Optimism)vi 
Includes an excellent summary of communication traps and how to avoid them. For example the 
Chameleon (sanitising or obscuring trap) looks at the dangers of using jargon or euphemistic 
language: 
 
When the language we use is overly technical or euphemistic, it can make an issue sound less bad 
or damaging than it really is. We want our message to reveal what is hidden and make the 
impacts easily understood. Use emotive language that clearly states what the issue is and why 
people should care about it. 
This is an important trap to bear in mind when both science and theology are being used in 
communications. 

 
 
 

Visuals: Why Images Matter 
 
In a visual world, images provide an important way of connecting with people. They can help tell 
stories in an engaging way and shape how we think about climate and nature. There has been a 
shift in thinking about what kinds of images are the most effective when it comes to illustrating 
climate change stories. This can be summarised as a move away from images that might be seen as 
more remote or abstract, to ones that are people centred and with more of a sense of urgency. 
This means less polar bears on melting ice and more people living with the daily realities of climate 
change. 
 
Climate Visuals is an evidence based project from Climate Outreach, focused on climate change 
photography.vii They say: 
All too often, climate change imagery is ineffective at driving change, it may be aesthetically 
pleasing and illustrative but not emotionally impactful and often misses an opportunity for detailed 
engagement with viewers. Furthermore, high-quality, ethical and detailed photojournalism is 
expensive, time consuming and difficult to produce, meaning it is often out of reach for many 
potential users. 
 
Their collections are created using seven core principlesviii: 
 

1. Show ‘real people’ not staged photo-ops. 
Images that show emotion are powerful but need to be authentic rather than staged as 
these lack credibility and are seen as manipulative. 
 

2. Tell new stories. 
Visuals that break away from familiar kinds of climate imagery can help tell fresher stories.  
 

3. Show climate causes at scale. 
When communicating the link between individual behaviour and climate change it is more 
effective to use a larger scale – for example show a congested motorway rather than an 
individual driver. 
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4. Climate impacts are emotionally powerful. 

When images prompt an emotional response they are most effective when paired with a 
concrete suggestion for behaviour change or action so that people don’t feel overwhelmed 
and helpless. 
 

5. Understand your audience. 
Images depicting solutions lead to more positive reactions across the political spectrum. 
More geographically distant climate impacts are less effective with viewers on the political 
right.  
 

6. Show local (but serious) climate impacts. 
It is important to strike a balance between making people realise that climate change is 
relevant to them with understanding the bigger picture. 
 

7. Be very careful with protest imagery. 
Images of protest only really resonate with people who consider themselves campaigners 
or activists. For others it can set up an ‘us versus them’ mindset. Protest imagery is often 
most effective when it features people directly impacted by the impacts of climate change. 

 
 
Resource bank 
Climate Visuals image libraryix 
Major projects include a new collection of air pollution photography, Visualising Climate Change, 
Ocean Visuals, representing indigenous people in images, and promoting diversity in outdoor 
photography. 
 
NB: The library is free to access and browse but you need to register to be able to download and 
use images from it. 

 
 
 

Connection: Why Values Matter 
 
How people think and feel about climate change isn’t as strongly related to education or 
knowledge as we might think. Instead values, beliefs, world views and political orientations play 
the most important roles. 
 
Audience segmentation research from More in Common maps British society into seven segments, 
based on core valuesx.  This helps us to understand both the divides and the common ground. They 
allow communicators to use different climate stories to resonate with the different groups. Broadly 
summarised, the seven segments and their climate headlines are: 
 

 Progressive Activists want climate action to make the world a better place. 
 

 Incrementalist Left believe in communities and leaders working together on climate change 
to improve the status quo. 
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 Established Liberals believe we’re moving in the right direction on climate through a mix of 

technology, innovation and global co-operation. 
 

 Sceptical Scrollers are online, engaged, up for radical change but alienated by the way 
climate decisions are made. 
 

 Rooted Patriots are proud of Britain’s past, and their community, they want a climate future 
they can be proud of. 
 

 Traditional Conservatives believe in respecting the environment, but worry that climate 
action is overbearing and unfair. 
 

 Dissenting Disruptors recognise the need to tackle climate change, but they believe the 
system is rigged and it’s leaving them behind. 

 
Britain Talks Climate and Naturexi is a project from Climate Outreach, a charity which focuses on 
public engagement with climate change, and More in Common which seeks to help find common 
ground and bring people together to tackle shared challenges. The research sought to understand 
and engage with people’s priorities, questions and concerns about climate and nature. The work 
produced an in-depth report and a communications toolkit.  
 
The key recommendations for communicators were: 
 
1. Translate and explain, don’t assume or assert. 
The research shows that jargon and statistics don’t resonate with people. Support for action 
increases when we explain why it matters and what it means for people’s lives. 
 
2. Inspire a better future: show why tackling climate change leads to good things for us all. 
This means connecting tackling climate change to protecting nature and improving health, well-
being, and other aspects of people’s daily lives and local areas. Highlighting positive progress in 
local and tangible ways is also important. 
 
3. Don’t take support for granted but don’t misinterpret or overestimate opposition. 
People from all walks of life have concerns about the cost and politics of, for example, net zero. But 
this does not mean they are not concerned about climate change or that they’re opposed to action 
to protect the environment.  
 
 
Toolkits and guides that are values led 

Britain Talks Climate and Naturexii 
Dos and don’ts, example messaging and ways of adapting it for the different segments on the 
following topics: 
 

 Climate change and nature 
 Net zero 
 Renewable energy and infrastructure 
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 Energy in the home 
 Consulting people on climate change and nature 
 Adaptation and mitigation 
 Political leadership 

 
Faith and climate change: talking with people of 5 major faithsxiii 
This Climate Outreach research project explored language and narratives that work with each of 
the world’s 5 main faith groups (Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and Judaism), language 
that works across faiths – and language that doesn’t work. The guide dates from 2016 but the 
insights may still prove helpful for interfaith work. 

 
 
 

Storytelling: Why Stories Matter 
 
We are much more likely to remember a story than a fact and people will often believe an 
anecdote over evidence. This means that storytelling is an important tool for climate 
communicators. Stories can help us to make sense of the world by connecting us to other people 
and other places. They also usually have an emotional core – something that will make a reader 
feel something and act as motivation. Storytelling feeds into most of the approaches outlined in 
this paper but it’s also worth considering separately. 
 
CharityComms supports communicators across the sector and their storytelling hub explores what 
makes stories so effective as a communication method and some of the structures underpinning 
good stories.xiv Stories are useful because they can be comforting (creating order from chaos), 
familiar, engaging, adaptable and inspiring.  Recognisable structures like the three act pattern (set 
up, rising action, resolution) are helpful but need to be used in ways that reflect reality rather than 
dramatising events for effect. Another technique for crafting stories is to use the six questions for 
journalists – what, why, when, where, who, and how.  
 
Storytelling isn’t confined to charities and climate communicators. The Climate Fiction Prize was 
set up to celebrate novels tackling the climate crisis.xv 
Through great stories, it will support societies to fully grasp the climate change threat and to 
embrace its solutions. It’s not enough for audiences to know about climate change; they need to 
see an uncertain future and understand that change is urgent but possible.  
Using climate stories in popular culture such as novels, films and television is something we are 
likely to see more of as creative storytellers look to reach beyond the traditional climate 
audiences.xvi  
 
 
Toolkits and guides focused on using storytelling techniques 

Storytelling hub (CharityComms)xvii 
Explores how charities can make use of storytelling principles but is applicable for wider 
environmental storytelling. 
 
Climate storytelling toolkit (350.org)xviii 
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Guide to digital storytelling. Includes Personal Storytelling, Campaign Storytelling, Digital 
Reporting and Community Storytelling. 
 
Stories to save the world (Futerra)xix 
Outlines some new kinds of story, including messy utopias and character led climate action. 
To create a cultural tipping point on climate, we need stories that break the doom loop, get out of 
the green bubble and show the benefits of climate action. 

 
 
 

People: Why Conversations Matter 
 
Climate scientist and communicator Katherine Hayhoe believes that talking about climate change 
is one of the most important actions people can take. Her phrase ‘bond, connect, and inspire’xx 
neatly encapsulates the impact that conversations can have. It means starting with what you have 
in common, showing why climate change matters to individuals, and then showing solutions in 
practice by explaining what people are already doing to take action. She offers several ways into 
conversation – where you live, what you love doing, where you’re from, those you love, and what 
you believe. 
 
As the earlier sections of this paper have shown, evidence from social science research suggests 
that the barriers to climate action are emotional and ideological, facts and science alone are not 
enough to explain why it matters. Telling your own story and connecting over things you care 
about, whether it’s sport, birdwatching or food, along with bringing in lived experience, are ways 
of making the problems more human.  
 
Friends and family are some of the most trusted messengers when it comes to climate change but 
research from organisations like Climate Outreach has identified the qualities that they need to 
demonstrate in conversations.xxi  These are passion, showing that you care about the issues and 
are clear about why you’re talking about them; credibility, showing that you are not just making 
things up; and empathy, understanding that people have different perspectives and not lecturing 
or talking down to them. Talking with sincerity, connecting over shared values or interests, and 
showing respect are key. 
 
 
Conversation focused guide 

Talking climate handbook – how to have a climate change conversation (Climate Outreach)xxii 
The advice is structured around a mnemonic – REAL TALK: 
Respect your conversation partner and find common ground 
Enjoy the conversation 
Ask questions 
Listen, and show you’ve heard 
 
Tell your story 
Action makes it easier (but doesn’t fix it) 
Learn from the conversation 
Keep going and keep connected 
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 Conclusion  

 
The five approaches to climate communication considered in this paper have different starting 
points but some common threads can be identified: 
 

 The importance of communicating through a local lens so that impacts and solutions are 
relatable.  
 

 Focusing on solutions, particularly those that are already happening. 
 

 The need to find common ground and communicate via shared concerns, values and beliefs. 
 

 Telling compelling stories rather than expecting science and data to speak for themselves. 
 
The toolkits and resources signposted can help you turn the theory into practical ways to 
communicate effectively on climate, environmental or nature based issues in your own context.  
 
Good climate communication isn’t just about clarifying what you want say, it’s about finding the 
best possible way to say it. 
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