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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Polls consistently show positive attitudes towards the clean energy transition at the national level in Canada. But 
this is the beginning rather than the end of the story for effective public engagement: Provincial and ideological 
differences, controversies around specific policies (e.g. carbon pricing) or infrastructure (e.g. pipelines), and 
continuing support for fossil fuels all paint a more complex picture. Getting beyond the polling headlines and into  
the psychology of how people think about energy and climate change is crucial to build robust & long-term support 
for the clean energy transition.

Understand where Canadian public opinion is on energy and climate change1

Start with people’s values, not individual policies

What makes people proud to be who they are, and how can this inform Government communications across  
the board? Validate and respect people’s values, which are the single biggest influence on their views about climate 
change. Rather than leading on the facts-and-figures behind particular policy initiatives, show how the clean energy 
transition builds on people’s sense of identity, and apply the same approach across different policy programmes.

2

There are no ‘magic words’ that will transform disinterest into passionate concern, but carefully constructed 
narratives can connect across the political spectrum, using words and language that are inclusive (rather than 
alienating) and framing messages using relatable concepts (rather than distant risks or technical terms).

Framing messages on energy and climate change3

Although ideological differences in Canada on energy and climate change are not as entrenched as in the US,  
there are still some significant challenges around the polarisation in public opinion on different aspects of the clean 
energy transition. Drawing on more than 5 years of research and analysis with conservatives (the ‘centre right’)  
in the UK, and in Europe, this section provides a set of ‘do’s and ‘don’ts for engaging more effectively with right-
leaning audiences on energy, plus some tested narratives to engage across the political spectrum.

Narratives to engage across the political spectrum4

In exactly the same way that language has a powerful impact on how people think about energy and climate change, 
the ‘visual language’ used to communicate the clean energy transition is also crucial. Show ‘relatable people’ being 
impacted by, and responding to climate change, rather than politicians, ‘typical protesters’ or people-free arrays  
of solar panels. Use images to situate the energy transition in the here-and-now.

Imagery for telling powerful visual stories5

We are social animals, and what people think other people think about energy and climate change is crucial to 
building a sustained clean energy transition that is grounded in robust public support. Point to positive social norms, 
highlight existing public support to leverage greater engagement, widen energy transition ‘messengers’ beyond  
the ‘usual suspects’, and ensure the right elite voices are being heard. 

Promote positive social norms, and communicate through trusted messengers6

Principles for communicating the clean energy transition
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INTRODUCTION

Like many countries around the world, Canada 
stands at a crossroads on energy and climate 
change, with a raft of legislation1,2 focused on 
catalysing a rapid transition towards a cleaner, 
low-carbon energy system. 

But unlike most of the world’s nations, Canada 
contains a significant Arctic region, many distinct 
indigenous and rurally located communities 
who are profoundly affected by climate change, 
a vast and disparate geography and a historical 
economic reliance on extractive industries 
and manufacturing that continues to provide 
significant economic and cultural influence over 
the country’s direction and identity. Despite more 
positive attitudes towards low-carbon energy 
and climate change in Canada compared to the 
US,3 Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions are 
among the highest (per capita) in the world. And 
- as well as a rapidly growing clean energy sector 
- the western province of Alberta is home to oil 
sands that are a focus of controversy as a rising 
source of emissions, but also a key plank in the 
Canadian energy economy. 

The Canadian Government is investing significant 
amounts4 in promoting and sponsoring clean 
energy technologies, including a major recent 
public dialogue exercise as part of the Generation 
Energy initiative.5 This ambitious undertaking 
(engaging many thousands of Canadians 
during 2017) underscored the hidden ‘human 
dimension’ at the heart of the Canadian clean 
energy transition. While there are many aspects 
of decarbonisation in Canada that are widely 

supported - even popular - there are also many 
challenges lurking beneath the surface of the rosy 
picture of public perceptions painted by some 
opinion polls.6

The psychology of how ordinary people 
understand, use and think about energy 
production and consumption (across many 
areas of their lives), and how this relates to 
their values and identity, is fundamental to 
achieving domestic decarbonisation targets, as 
well as Canada’s commitments under the 2015 
Paris agreement. So the aim of this Handbook 
(and linked Workshops delivered in June and 
Sept 2018) is to provide an evidence-based, 
practical and easy-to-use resource for policy 
makers, communications professionals and 
other advocates in Canada to accelerate the low 
carbon transition. Throughout the Handbook 
we also refer to key findings from a major 
piece of research just completed in Alberta,7 
led by Pembina Institute and Climate Outreach, 
exploring effective narratives for engaging on 
clean energy and climate change in that crucial 
province.

This Handbook is structured around a set of core 
principles for more effective communication 
and engagement on energy and climate change, 
drawing out the key lessons from international 
and Canadian social science research, and 
illustrating the findings through case studies and 
examples that provide useful learning for policy 
makers to effectively communicate the clean 
energy transition. 
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Is there such a thing as ‘the Canadian public’ 
when it comes to energy and climate change? 
National polls (usually averaging out opinion 
from provinces with distinct identities and energy 
politics) provide one answer to this question, 
and suggest that at the pan-Canadian level, there 
is a firm bedrock of public support for many of 
the core elements of the clean energy transition. 
Surveys show clear and consistent support for 
renewable energy technologies and energy 
efficiency measures,8 including tentative support 
for carbon pricing,9 a willingness to carry out (or 
at least consider) measures such as installing 
solar panels on household roofs,10 and support for 
the need to transition away from fossil fuels.11

This is a positive starting point for a national 
conversation on energy and climate change, 

positioning Canadian public opinion closer to 
the UK (where surveys also show consistently 
positive views on renewable energy 
technologies12) than the US (which is notoriously 
polarised, with high levels of climate change 
scepticism13). But hiding behind these positive 
national headlines are a range of issues - 
particular to the Canadian context - which make 
communication and engagement more complex 
in practice. 

While surveys clearly show support for 
renewable energy technologies, and a shift away 
from fossil fuels (even in fossil-fuel producing 
provinces), the same studies also tend to 
document a preference for a gradual transition, 
and some continuing investment in fossil fuel 
infrastructure. For example, a recent ‘Citizen’s 

Getting beyond the polling headlines & managing  
the tensions in Canadian public opinion

Understand where Canadian 

public opinion is on energy 

and climate change

PRINCIPLE 

1

Polls consistently show positive attitudes towards the clean energy transition at the national 
level in Canada. But this is the beginning rather than the end of the story for effective public 
engagement: Provincial and ideological differences, controversies around specific policies 
(e.g. carbon pricing) or infrastructure (e.g. pipelines), and continuing support for fossil fuels all 
paint a more complex picture. Getting beyond the polling headlines and into the psychology 
of how people think about energy and climate change is crucial to build robust & long-term 
support for the clean energy transition. 
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

‘Segmenting’ public opinion on climate change

Audience segmentation is a well-established strategy for dividing members of the public into 
different segments, allowing messages to be targeted to different audiences, and is widely used 
by commercial and social marketers. 

In the US and more recently in Canada,19 studies have divided the public into different segments 
based on their views about climate change (from the ‘alarmed’ at one end, to the doubtful 
and dismissive at the other). Drawing on findings from 2017 Canadian Survey on Energy & the 
Environment, EcoAnalytics identified five distinct clusters of Canadian public opinion on climate 
change (‘Five Canadas’).20

But while differences in views about climate change are important, they are not necessarily the 
only (or best) way of thinking about effectively engaging different groups. As the discussion in this 
section of the Handbook shows, Canadians are divided on energy and climate change because of 
their underlying politics (left to right), or their geography (and economics of different provinces).

Segmentation is most effective when it is based on fundamental aspects of people’s identity 
(such as their values - see next section), because these are stable, consistent traits that are a 
good guide to people’s views about a whole range of issues (including climate change).21 And 
while segmentation is helpful for identifying the differences between people, it is perhaps even 
more useful for finding the common ground between groups with different values (i.e. a sense 
of shared direction and purpose on climate change). 

Dialogue’ (a very unique example where citizens 
talked through a wide range of issues surrounding 
the clean energy transition) found that while 
few wanted to see an expansion of fossil fuel 
reliance, the strong preference was for a gradual 
and phased transition. In another study, in part 
exploring the principles people wanted to see 
underpinning the clean energy transition, people 
favoured a ‘cautious’ process of change.14 As one 
recent poll puts it, “Canadians remain broadly 
inclined to believe that the right strategy for the 
country is to continue to harness our petroleum 
resources and to build pipeline capacity if 
needed, even while ramping up investments and 
policies that will see the country shift towards 
more reliance on renewable forms of energy.”15

Support for rapid, transformational change in 
the energy system is much more limited,16 and 
there is a continuing sense among the Canadian 
public that investment in renewables can happen 
alongside support for fossil fuel infrastructure. The 
economic and cultural importance of oil (in Alberta 
in particular) means that investments in high-
carbon projects (e.g. the Trans Mountain pipeline) 
continue to be made. In contrast to the UK (which 
also has strong cultural attachments around some 
forms of fossil fuels), Canadian public opinion 
seems less clearly defined - in the UK, coal, 
oil and gas are consistently the least preferred 
methods of energy production, and studies show 
a clear desire to move past them as quickly as 
possible.17 While a clear majority of Canadians 
accept the need to move beyond oil, there is wide 
provincial variation on when this should be.18
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Ideological division on climate change is not as 
pronounced in Canada as in the neighbouring 
US, but it is certainly present. One recent global 
poll by the Pew Centre found that Canadians 
ranked the threat of climate change as more 
important than risks from ISIS, cyber attacks 
or a weak economy. But when broken down 
by ideology, Canadian opinion on climate 
change was more divided than any European 
nation (including the UK).22 Well-documented 
differences in the character and priorities of 
Canadian provinces play a huge role in shaping 
public opinion on energy and climate change. 
For example, hydroelectricity is well accepted 
in Quebec, Canada, but controversial in British 
Columbia. Pipelines are well accepted in Alberta 
and Saskatchewan but resisted in Quebec and 

New Brunswick.23 There are even within-Province 
differences (for example between the interior and 
exterior of British Columbia, with people further 
from the coast more likely to see the economic 
opportunity than the environmental risk of 
pipelines). 

Breaking down national polls by region typically 
reveals major differences, and the energy 
infrastructure of different provinces is a big 
contributing factor to this. The notion of a ‘grand 
narrative’ on energy and climate change in 
Canada may not be straightforward, but as 
the next section shows, identifying values and 
interests that are commonly held by Canadians is 
the right place to start.  

Ideological and Provincial differences in public opinion

Workers applying epoxy coating on a pipeline in Alberta. Photo: jasonwoodhead23 (CC BY 2.0)

https://www.flickr.com/photos/woodhead/6778626891
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DO’S AND DON'TS

 Feel reassured that there is a positive platform for public engagement: there may 
be differences in opinion, but Canada is not currently a deeply polarised nation on 
energy and climate change.

 Don't assume that general favourability towards the clean energy transition 
translates into support for a rapid acceleration away from fossil fuels (yet): the 
tension between emerging and established forms of energy is at the heart of 
Canadian public opinion. 

 Start from where public opinion is on energy and climate change, taking into 
account their values and political ideology, and build communications from there. 
As the rest of this Handbook sets out, developing narratives about the energy 
transition that connect with diverse public values is the best way to build and 
deepen public support.
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Values are guiding principles in people’s lives, 
and although people may not always act in line 
with their attitudes (the fabled attitude/behaviour 
gap), someone’s values are a pretty good guide to 
the way they think, feel and act on a whole range 
of different topics (including energy and climate 
change).24 Perhaps the most important aspect 
of any message, campaign or narrative on clean 
energy is the extent to which it connects with - 
and builds on - the audience’s values (see Case 
Study, below). 

It is counterintuitive, but there is now a lot of 
evidence showing that what people think about 
climate change - and how much they care about 
it - is not straightforwardly related to how much 
they know about the topic (or even their scientific 
literacy in general).25,26,27 This doesn’t mean 
that accurate, clearly delivered factual content 
should not be at the heart of any Government 

communication on energy and climate change, 
but accurate information is not enough on its 
own for effective public engagement. Achieving 
this requires connecting with the values of your 
audience, and the understanding that people form 
their beliefs on the basis of their ‘tribe’ (‘do people 
like me think this way?’) more easily than through 
a careful consideration of the evidence. 

People’s values28 and their political ideology 
(i.e. left vs right) are much more fundamental in 
shaping views about energy and climate change 
than any other factor.29,30,31 In practice, what this 
means is that people ‘filter’ (and actively seek 
out) the information they receive - on climate 
change and other topics - according to whether 
it fits their values. Notoriously, this has produced 
political polarisation on climate change in the 
US, Australia, the UK and Canada in particular, 
with people on the right of the political spectrum 

Values - more than facts and figures - drive engagement with 
energy and climate change

Start with people’s values,  

not individual policies

PRINCIPLE 

2

What makes people proud to be who they are, and how can this inform Government 
communications across the board? Validate and respect people’s values, which are the single 
biggest influence on their views about climate change. Rather than leading on the facts-and-
figures behind particular policy initiatives, show how the clean energy transition builds on 
people’s sense of identity, and apply the same approach across different policy programmes. 
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in these anglophone countries more likely to 
reject the conclusions of climate scientists. The 
typical explanation for this is that there’s a clash 
between certain climate solutions or policies (e.g. 
regulation of polluting industries) and the values 
of the political right (sometimes termed ‘solution 

aversion’).32 To overcome this, energy-policy 
messages should be grounded on a platform 
of shared values (with the audience) as far as 
possible, including finding other ways to connect 
with conservative values (as the next Case Study 
shows).

CASE STUDY

Iron & Earth: Values-based communication on the energy transition 
in Alberta

Values don’t exist ‘out there’ ready to be captured in a message: they are things that are 
possessed and embodied by people. The ‘Iron & Earth’ group in Alberta are a collection of oil 
and gas workers campaigning for a transition towards a renewable energy economy, and they 
are powerful advocates because of the genuine and authentic connection they offer between 
their values and those of many (sometimes politically conservative) Albertans, with deep and 
profound cultural connections with the Province’s fossil fuel history. 

As this campaign video33 for the group shows, identifiable individuals focusing on relatable 
values (around security and sustainability), showing that there is no contradiction in being 
an Albertan engineer and conserving the environment, and speaking in a genuine way about 
why they want to find work in renewable energy rather than fossils fuels is a powerful form of 
testimony. 

It is interesting to consider the terms that don’t appear in this clip too - and language around 
‘transformation’, ‘decarbonisation’ and even ‘transition’ are notable by their absence (see next 
section for more on this). 

Just like any other nation, there are widely-shared 
notions of what ‘Canadian values’ are. One 
recent values survey34 referred to a ‘welcoming 
but wary’ nation, proud to be Canadian but not 
unquestioningly patriotic, and with a sharp divide 
in values between ‘Millennials’ and older age 
groups. Another35 paints a picture of a nation 
with a positive but modest view of its place in the 
world, and on social issues such as acceptance 
of LGBTQ individuals and communities, broad 
and positive agreement. Michael Adams’ work, 

through the Environics programme, points to an 
evolution in Canadian values in recent decades, 
tracking the prevalence of more than 60 social 
values and how Canadian public opinion 
compares to that in the US.36

But the important point here is not the answer to 
the question ‘what values make Canadians who 
they are’ but asking it in the first place: this should 
be the starting point for any public engagement 
initiative on energy and climate change. 

What are Canadian values?

https://youtu.be/-YKUimZ1l-c
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As part of the Generation Energy initiative,37 a 
large-scale citizen’s dialogue identified key values 
and interests that Canadian citizens considered 
important for the future of the energy system. 
The three values that received the most votes 
were fairness (equality and inclusiveness), energy 
efficiency, and human rights and democracy. A 
citizens’ dialogue in Edmonton38 also found that 
fairness/equity was a key principle for supporting 
changes in the energy system, alongside striking 

a balance between individual freedom and 
the public good, and affordability. In a project 
currently underway for the World Bank led by 
Climate Outreach (see Section 6), by far the 
strongest cross-political frame for promoting 
carbon pricing was ‘fairness’. These values - in 
particular fairness and equity - provide powerful 
information for anchoring campaigns: they are 
the foundations on which positive energy and 
climate change narratives should be built. 

DO’S AND DON'TS

 Lead on values, e.g. emphasising how a price on carbon is fair because it means 
that people and industries that pollute more, pay more; or that it's common sense  
(a conservative value) to take advantage of the benefits of solar panels.

 Don't assume people need to ‘know more to care more’, or lead on the details and 
features of low-carbon policies. As one important example around carbon pricing 
shows, people who know more about the policy actually tend to like it less.39

A challenge faced by any national government 
is how to apply a consistent communications 
approach across diverse policies (often 
housed - as is the case with Natural Resources 
Canada and the Environment and Climate 
Change Department - in different parts of the 
administration). In October 2011 the Welsh 
Government commissioned Climate Outreach to 
develop narratives around climate change and 
sustainable development that could be applied 
in communications to all its audiences. Wales is 
a small nation of only 3 million people, but even 
so, this ambitious project was one of the first of 
its kind, noteworthy for taking an approach to 
climate communications based around a shared 
sense of national identity. 

Climate Outreach led a consortium of groups 
to develop values-based narratives on climate 
change through a series of ‘narrative workshops’. 
Every country is different and will have its own 
identity markers and sources of pride, but most 
of the values that people consider as defining 
of their own national culture - for example a 
love of family, community, locality, language, 
and landscape - are widely aspired to. Many 
of the lessons of the Welsh programme (with 
appropriate cultural nuancing) are therefore 
relevant in Canada. 

Interestingly, some prominent (at the time) Welsh 
government narratives around being ‘world 
leading’ on climate change were actively disliked 

Embedding a values-based approach across Government 
communications
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Installing solar panels on the roof of a Traditional Living house at the University of Calgary. Photo: Carol Anna/U.S. Department of Energy 
(CC BY-ND 2.0)

and distrusted as they conflicted with the Welsh 
cultural values of modest leadership and self-
reliance. People consistently refused all current 
government language on economic opportunities 
and thousands of new jobs in the renewable 
economy, saying “I’ll believe it when I see the jobs”.

The project established that it is possible to 
design new language around the ‘environment’ 
that speaks far more effectively to people’s 
real life concerns. In Wales the deeply rooted 
identification with landscape (shared with 
Canada) provided a useful frame for a wider 
discussion of the environment and climate 

change impacts. Plus (with particular resonance 
for Canada), the project showed that it is possible 
to identify shared values that can speak across 
groups in a diverse national population with a 
strong (historical) cultural attachment to fossil 
fuels (and that people can have national values 
without being nationalists, based on pride and 
mutual support rather than competition or 
superiority). 

The following Case Study includes language that 
tested well across social and cultural groups in 
Wales. Is it possible to take a similar approach to 
Canadian climate and energy communications?

https://www.flickr.com/photos/solar_decathlon/6160083001
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CASE STUDY

Hearth & Hiraeth - values based communication in Wales40

‘Hiraeth’ is a Cymraeg (Welsh) word, that cannot be directly translated into English, but refers to 
the deep bond felt for one's homeland and its culture, and a yearning to return. 

“It’s only fair that everyone should have rewarding and secure jobs and a decent standard of 
living that allows them to care for their families. But everyone knows that money and markets 
are not the only things that give people a good quality of life. In Wales we value the other kinds 
of wealth we possess in our relationships with our friends, family and communities.

The natural environment of Wales – our landscape, water, seas, air and everything that 
lives there –makes us passionate about Wales. This is a living and working landscape – not 
something to be put in a museum. There is not one part of Wales that hasn’t been shaped by 
the hard work of people.

And there is another kind of environment that is just as important to people’s quality of life. It 
starts at their front doors with everyday concerns: the condition of the pavements, vandalism 
and crime, litter, and the quality of the air they breathe.

It was our natural resources that built our country in the industrial revolution. And we are also 
rich in the natural resources that will meet the new challenges of climate change: the water, 
wind, forests and sun that can supply the energy needs of our people far into the future.

As we develop these natural resources we will hold onto the billions of pounds we send out of 
Wales for energy and can reinvest that in local jobs and opportunities for our own people.”
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As people who work on energy and climate 
change, terms like ‘decarbonisation’, ‘net zero’,  
‘2 degrees’, ‘350ppm’ and even ‘energy transition’ 
are familiar and well-understood, and terms like 
‘roadmaps’ and ‘frameworks’ are useful shorthand 
for specialists and professionals. But they are 
unlikely to be well understood by the general 
public. One survey that asked directly what people 
understand by the concept of ‘dangerous’ climate 
change (another widely-used phrase referring 
to global average temperatures)41 found a huge 
variation in responses: only a minority perceived 
2 degrees as indicating dangerous climate change 
- with most selecting 5 degrees or more as their 
best estimate (a level of global warming that 
would render large parts of the world completely 
uninhabitable). People understandably gauge 
temperature changes according to their everyday 
experiences, and a daily temperature fluctuation 
of 2C is inconsequential, pleasant even - so why 
should they worry? 

The point is not that people ought to have a better 
calibrated idea of what level of temperature 
rise is dangerous, but that average global 
temperatures are not a meaningful metric for 
public engagement, and arguably neither are 
any quantitative targets (e.g. ‘100% renewables’) 
because they are abstract, difficult to visualise, 
and remote from most people’s day-to-day 
experiences. 

While policy goals like ‘net zero’ and ‘100% 
renewables’ make sense as policy goals (and 
are common starting points for campaigners 
too), they have a fatal flaw when it comes to 
public engagement: they put facts before values. 
People’s experience of the energy system doesn’t 
have much to do with a policy or a percentage, 
but instead relates to the way they use energy 
in their lives (for the things they need and want 
to do) and the type of future they envisage for 
their country. So while the use of phrases like 

Drop target-based and process-oriented language  
wherever possible

Framing messages on energy 

and climate change

PRINCIPLE 

3

There are no ‘magic words’ that will transform disinterest into passionate concern, but 
carefully constructed narratives can connect across the political spectrum, using words and 
language that are inclusive (rather than alienating) and framing messages using relatable 
concepts (rather than distant risks or technical terms).
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‘100% renewable’ is now widespread in the US 
and Europe, it is unlikely to be the best way of 
inspiring public engagement (beyond the already 
converted).42 Campaigns in the US43 that lead with 
this concept point to some notable successes in 
getting city leadership and campaigners on board 
with the goal of an energy system powered 100% 
by renewable energy, but their own research 
shows that for public communication, the biggest 
barrier is ‘believability’ - that is, people don’t 
necessary accept (and can’t really picture) a 
100% renewable world.44 In a summary by the 
US climate communication specialists Climate 
Access, they conclude that:

“testing showed that the reasons people 
supported 100% clean were overwhelmingly 
personal: Health, affordability, the desire to 
create a positive legacy for future generations 
all topped the list. What was common across all 
of the highest ranked values was that they were 
best illustrated at the local level, through day-to-
day issues, as opposed to using a more global, 
long-term framing approach.”

In a nutshell, while frames like ‘100% renewable’ 
are useful policy shorthand, it is the meaning of 
energy for people’s everyday lives that drives 
their engagement with it.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

How useful is the word ‘transition’?

Reflected in the title of this Handbook, it has become commonplace to talk of a complete 
‘transition’ away from fossil fuels and towards renewables. But while this makes sense at a 
national and international level, at more local scales - e.g. in a particular province like Alberta 
- the term doesn’t have quite the same meaning. In recently completed work in this region, 
exploring ways of building more constructive and inclusive language around the energy system, 
Climate Outreach found that although there was no evidence that the word itself is a toxic 
frame, people consistently rejected language that called for a direct transition from oil and gas 
to renewables, especially when it (naively) suggested that the skills of one industry could simply 
be transferred directly to another. Language around diversifying, rebuilding, restructuring, or 
evolving was better received. People responded positively to a narrative of transition towards 
something, but rejected language that talked about transition away from something (especially 
if that ‘something’ was the familiar, status quo).

The term ‘transition’ is unlikely to disappear, and doesn’t need to from resources and documents 
that are aimed at specialist audiences. But for some public audiences - especially those with 
politically conservative values - emphasising continuity (rather than transformation) may be a 
better approach.
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Intentionally or unintentionally, all messages 
about energy and climate change are ‘framed’ 
by the context in which they appear. The same 
information, when presented by a different 
messenger or when linked to a particular theme 
or idea, can be perceived very differently by 

members of the public. Some research has 
focused on framing messages around the ‘co-
benefits’ climate and energy policies may bring, 
typically around improvements in public health. 
US research by Ed Maibach and his colleagues45 
has consistently found that portraying climate 

Lead on health - but don’t forget about climate change

DO’S AND DON'TS

 Question whether terms and phrases that seem obvious and self-explanatory (e.g. 
100% renewable) could actually be opaque or misunderstood by general audiences. 
Start with what policy targets mean for people’s everyday lives, rather than the targets 
themselves: “Less pollution from car exhausts means cleaner air for our children to 
breathe, and fewer cars on the roads makes it a safer environment for them to play 
in. That’s why we’re aiming for a 20% cut in vehicle emissions by 2020.”

Cycling in Quebec in the Fall. Photo: hoan luong (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/picasso-hlb0077360/10781412454
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It is certainly true that the energy transition brings 
employment - but in some Canadian provinces, 
renewable energy programmes have been viewed 
as ‘job killers’ that disproportionately impact the 
working class, and families with generations of 
fossil fuel workers. Previous Climate Outreach 
work in Wales (which also has a strong historical 
connection to fossil fuels) found widespread 
distrust in government claims about job creation. 
Concerns about unemployment - and vague ideas 
about ‘green jobs’ - are likely to seem remote 
and ambiguous, if they are made by the Federal 
Government based on statistics and projections, 
rather than people’s lived experiences. The 
US climate communication specialists Climate 
Access49 recommend describing renewable 

employment as quality, family-sustaining jobs 
that protect the health of workers and their 
communities, giving specific examples of the 
types of clean energy jobs people have building, 
installing and maintaining solar panels or wind 
turbines. They also recommend cultivating and 
amplifying different voices, such as female or 
non-white workers, to shift what is often a male- 
dominated conversation, and to focus messages 
on what we’re transitioning to, not what we’re 
getting away from (i.e. not demonising fossil fuels 
unnecessarily). The following case study draws on 
Climate Outreach work in Wales and in Alberta, 
Canada, to illustrate how cultural attachments 
to fossil fuels can be part of a narrative on clean 
energy:

Jobs & identity in the clean energy transition

change in ways that affirmed the health benefits 
of taking action on climate change made the 
issue seem more personally significant and 
relevant to people. The language of ‘dirty’ 
fossil fuels and carbon pollution, positioned in 
direct opposition to clean, fresh and healthy 
renewable technologies has become increasingly 
popular among communicators. And this 
approach of emphasising the health gains of 
low-carbon policies is consistent with other 
work showing that a ‘gain’ frame (emphasising 
the benefits of action, rather than the negative 
consequences of not acting) produces more 
positive attitudes towards tackling climate 
change.46 In one Canadian study47 exposure to 
motivational messaging was found to increase 
people’s perceived ‘self-efficacy’ to adopt pro-
environmental behaviours - that is, their sense 
that they can personally make a difference. 

Beyond the research base, some notable success 
stories on carbon emissions in Canada have been 
grounded in a health-messaging approach. In 

a 15 year campaign led by the Ontario Clean Air 
Alliance, this key Canadian province became the 
first jurisdiction in the world to end coal-fired 
electricity generation, and did so primarily on 
the basis of health reasons. Focusing on tangible, 
relatable issues such as asthma and air quality, 
the campaign had a significant carbon-impact 
too, eliminating emissions equivalent to taking 7 
million cars off the road.48

Health benefits from clean energy technologies, 
or low-carbon behaviours like walking or 
cycling, are important tools for framing the 
energy transition. And messages focused on 
clean energy can avoid much of the tribal 
polarisation that exists around ‘climate change’. 
But emphasising the health gains from the clean 
energy transition shouldn’t come at the expense 
of sidelining climate change altogether. The whole 
idea of ‘co-benefits’ is that they offer a way into 
conversations about energy and climate change, 
rather than a route away from them.
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DO’S AND DON'TS

 Talk about specific jobs in the clean energy transition, illustrating them with 
individual case studies of recognisable people in ‘low carbon employment’.

 Don't lead on the number of jobs that will be created as these claims are likely to be 
disputed or disbelieved. Instead focus on actual examples of people whose jobs are 
part of the transition.

CASE STUDY

Positive narratives around jobs (that don’t challenge attachments to 
the ‘resource economy’)

In work in Wales,50 Climate Outreach found that narratives around renewables as a ‘new type of 
resource’ were effective in different regions and across the political spectrum:

 » It was our natural resources that built our country in the industrial revolution.  
And we are also rich in the natural resources that will meet these new challenges.

Now, our ongoing work in Alberta51 is testing a similar narrative around Alberta as a province 
built on natural resources and energy:

 » We are an energy economy. 

 » We are proud of the people who, through their hard, dirty, dangerous work, built our 
prosperity.

 » We are rich in the natural resources for new forms of clean energy....solar, wind, and 
hydro. When we develop these we spread our investment, creating a balance in our 
economy, drawing on our skills and creating new opportunities...
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Narratives to engage  

across the political spectrum

PRINCIPLE 

4

Although ideological differences in Canada on energy and climate change are not as 
entrenched as in the US, there are still some significant challenges around the polarisation 
in public opinion on different aspects of the clean energy transition, and a rapidly changing 
provincial and national political landscape (with a risk that polarisation on a whole range of 
social and environmental issues will increase). Drawing on more than 5 years of research and 
analysis with conservatives (the ‘centre right’) in the UK, and in Europe, this section provides 
a set of ‘do’s and don’ts’ for engaging more effectively with right-leaning audiences on 
energy, plus some tested narratives to engage across the political spectrum. 

CASE STUDY

Tested narratives for engaging the centre-right on energy  
and climate change51

Balance. Balance is a frame that speaks to the core values of centre-right audiences. Balance in 
this context means avoiding overly grand or ambitious claims about what energy transformations 
can be achieved when (balancing against the reality of what is achievable); a common sense 
middle of the road approach.53 For both centre-right and faith audiences balance is also a frame 
that can be used metaphorically, for climate change as a symptom of the natural world being ‘out 
of balance’.54,55

Avoiding wastefulness. The frame of avoiding wastefulness has positive connotations for all 
audiences and resonates particularly strongly with conservative audiences. This is a powerful 
frame for energy efficiency narratives.56

Renewables = renewal. Positioning clean energy as ‘renewing’ the energy system is a concept 
that resonates well with centre-right values. Make a link with the past, the shared heritage of the 
country (or province), and how that proud heritage can be secured for the future by renewing 
the energy system, which has always adapted and changed to meet different needs. Renewal is a 
very different type of frame to an energy ‘revolution’, and emphasises continuity over change.57
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DO’S AND DON'TS

Do's and Don'ts when communicating with the centre-right about 
energy

 
Use personal stories that resonate with the 
audience’s key values.

Don't rely on big numbers - claims about 
the efficiency or profitability of renewable 
technologies may not be trusted.

Use narratives around ‘balance’, 
‘responsibility’, ‘common sense’ and  
‘avoiding waste’.

Don't assume typical environmentalist 
language will work.

Talk about the health benefits of a low 
carbon lifestyle linking leaky homes and dirty 
fossil fuels to poor health outcomes.

Don't assume that reducing fuel poverty is 
universally supported - people may make 
a distinction between the ‘deserving’ and 
‘undeserving’ poor.

Be moderate and balanced when discussing 
renewable technologies.

Don't over-hype or exaggerate the likely 
benefits of  renewable technologies - over-
optimistic claims are likely to backfire.

Be honest and open about the challenges of 
transitioning to a low carbon economy.

Don't focus on the investment opportunities 
in renewable technologies - they are not yet 
viewed as a place for ‘smart money’.

Use credible and authentic messengers.
Don't assume big corporations are well 
regarded.

Rebuild trust by being straightforward about 
the motivations of the renewables industry: 
that it is a business opportunity (as the fossil 
fuel industry was before it).

Don't rely on messengers who are perceived 
as having a vested interest in renewables.

Focus on local democracy and community-
based renewable generation.

Don't assume any positive acceptance of 
renewable infrastructure, particularly large-
scale wind farms.

Differentiate between younger and older 
centre-right audiences.

Don't antagonise older centre-right 
audiences by forcing the issue of climate 
change.
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CASE STUDY

Communicating the clean energy transition in Europe

In work commissioned by the European Green Party, Climate Outreach prepared a briefing 
report focused on language that led with progressive, Green values, but which also sought to 
connect with perspectives from across the political spectrum. The following three examples 
illustrate the approach - and it is striking how compatible they are (in some regards) with the 
Canadian context. They are annotated to pull out the key features (and where they might differ 
in the Canadian context):

People across Europe, old and young, left and right wing, share 
a concern that the climate is changing because of the carbon 
pollution produced by our outdated dirty energy supplies. 
And they accept and embrace the new cleaner renewable 
technologies. 

Climate change is putting our health, safety and environment 
at risk and we want something done about it. The weather is 
unbalanced, with extreme floods and heatwaves, and seasons 
coming at the wrong times. And our economy is unbalanced 
too, with too much dependence on one volatile product, oil. Our 
financial system tips that imbalance even further, with $500 
billion in handouts in subsidies for the fossil fuel industries every 
year. It is simply not fair that taxpayer’s money should be used 
to cut taxes for the fuels that damage our air and environment.

We make and build things - it’s what we do so well. And when 
we want to change we can rebuild and rethink who we are and 
how we live - it’s what we have done many times before. They 
are called renewables with good reason: we will renew our entire 
energy sector and, with strong leadership, we are able to do it.

Fossil fuels built our countries and our modern economy. 
They are part of our heritage. We are rightly proud of the hard 
work and achievements of the people who extracted them. 
Their skills are critical for building a clean energy future. We 
need to support them and their communities in a just transition 
to a cleaner world.

Now it is time to move on, from 20th century to 21st century 
fuels. The old fuels are too dirty and polluting to be used in the 
future. The new, cleaner fuels will be plentiful forever. Europe 
is blessed with all the natural resources that will meet the new 
energy challenges: The water, wind, forests and sun that supply 
our people and will continue to do so far into the future.

Conveying the Canadian consensus 
on climate change is a powerful 
communication tool.

Balance is a central cognitive frame 
for people of the political centre 
and it appears consistently in their 
language in focus groups and 
political speeches. This is also a key 
component of the narrative arc: that 
renewables can bring the world back 
into balance and stability.

This aspect would need nuancing for 
the Canadian context where fossil fuels 
are more culturally embedded than 
in most parts of Europe (although in 
countries like Poland, there is arguably 
an even more ingrained reliance).

All cultures have narratives around 
production, innovation and hard work 
-but this is especially true in Canada. In 
a study Climate Outreach carried out 
with Cardiff University, we found that 
people across the political spectrum 
(especially on the centre-right) 
responded well to the patriotic notion of 
building a 'Great British Energy system' 
based on renewables rather than coal.

In Canada, they are also part of the 
present-day. But a focus on the 
skills and achievements of fossil-fuel 
Provinces is one potentially inclusive 
way to build support for the transition 
towards clean energy.

This is certainly true for Canada, too.



22 CLIMATE OUTREACH  • Communicating the Canadian clean energy transition

CASE STUDY

Communicating on energy and climate change in Alberta:  
Key findings for language to use and avoid58

Climate Outreach and Pembina Institute led a coalition of groups in Alberta through a major new 
research project developing and testing narratives for effectively engaging Albertans on energy 
and climate change. The following table highlights some key findings from this research.

Climate change is in the mix, but not 
necessarily the top concern

Most people see climate change as an 
important issue. Most of the study participants 
said they were concerned or very concerned 
about it. However, almost nobody mentioned 

climate change as their main concern. 

Climate change should always be part of 
the discussion, but where and how it is 

mentioned should reflect the concerns and 
priorities of each different audience and 

recognize that other issues — work, economy, 
standard of life — may dominate.

 
Climate change is the most important 
issue we face

In surveys, less than 10 percent of people 
hold this position. In testing, most people 
felt that strongly worded statements 
about climate change were exaggerated, 
untrustworthy, or reflected the ideological 
agenda of the communicator.

Using such adamant language is appropriate 
for some audiences and communicators, 
but is likely to be divisive across the broader 
public.

Climate change is an emerging challenge

Most — though not all — people accept 
that the weather is changing, but see such 

changes as manageable. The best approach 
is to frame climate change as a “challenge” 
to prepare for, recognizing that Alberta has 

historic strengths in finding solutions for 
tricky problems and coming together during 

extreme weather events.

 
Climate change is a huge and immediate 
threat

Most people in Alberta recognize climate 
change as a real problem for the world but 
one that, as yet, has little relevance to their 
lives or is unlikely to threaten Alberta. 

In conversations, most people placed both 
climate change impacts and a transition 
away from fossil fuels far into the future. They 
regard Alberta as coping well with extreme 
weather events.

Gratitude for a good life

People see Alberta as a good place to live, 
work and raise a family. Narratives based on 

gratitude and thankfulness scored highly with 
study participants and initiated a positive 

discussion.

 
Albertan is BEST!

Most people consistently rejected language 
of Albertan exceptionalism, including claims 
that it has the best environmental legislation. 
They saw these claims as inauthentic and 
overstated.

MOST SUCCESSFUL LANGUAGE
Speaks well across multiple audiences, is engaging  

and stimulates a strong discussion.

LEAST SUCCESSFUL LANGUAGE
Feeds division, does not engage people, 

or fails to stimulate discussion.
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Recognize the contribution  
of oil and gas to this good life

To initiate a positive conversation, 
communicators should reflect on the 

connection that many Albertans have with 
the oil and gas industry and recognize the 

contribution that those working in the industry 
have made to their prosperity and way of life.


Blame and intolerance

Climate campaign messaging that blames 
the fossil fuel industry closes down the 
conversation. Many of those who might share 
concerns about climate change feel that they 
too are attacked and tend, through a sense 
of loyalty, to defend their friends, family and 
community.

Everyone is important in Alberta

Recognition must also be given to the non-
energy sectors, such as farming, tourism, and 

other service industries. Discussions about 
transition and diversification should also 

include a vision for these other sectors to play 
a larger role in the provincial economy.


Excessive focus on oil and gas 

In the energy and climate change debate the 
focus on oil and gas companies leads other 
sectors to feel ignored and marginalized. 
Many people in rural communities are already 
skeptical about climate change and will 
need to see a place for their concerns and 
opportunities in the discussion.

The main problems with oil and gas  
are over-dependency, vulnerability  

and insecurity

People’s primary concern is that the 
provincial economy — and their livelihoods — 

are tied to a volatile global demand and oil 
prices. This boom and bust cycle, external 
criticism and the tightening of national and 

international climate change policy generates 
insecurity and uncertainty.


The main problem with oil is climate 
change and environmental destruction

Few study participants identified the burning 
of fossil fuels as the leading cause of climate 
change or associated the Albertan oil industry 
with local or global environmental impacts. 
Most are proud of Alberta’s environmental 
regulations and see the evidence in the clean 
air and water they value.

We need to diversify

There is a strong interest in building a broader 
economic base and supporting new growth 

sectors, including renewables.


Alberta can be a leader on climate 
change

There is insufficient acceptance of climate 
change for people to accept policies that, 
they fear, will impact the productivity of the 
oil industry. 

We can discuss our choices

In their conversations, study participants 
repeatedly talked about the choices they have 

made in their lives. Many of them chose to 
move to Alberta and many of them shifted 

careers as the economic situation changed. 
Narratives that allowed people to choose their 

own options were favoured. 


This is the only way 

People are wary of imposed solutions and are 
defensive of their independence. Assertive 
language that precluded discussion and 
debate was consistently rejected.
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Working together and finding shared 
solutions that work for all Albertans

People responded most positively to co-
operative language rather than combative 

language. The experience in many 
jurisdictions (including British Columbia, 

California, Germany and the United Kingdom) 
is that building a cross-party consensus, 

based on shared values, has been essential 
for building lasting policy.

 
“Made in Alberta” Climate Change Policy

The narrative, used by many politicians, is that 
Alberta needs its own policy to avoid having 
one imposed by Ottawa. It tested poorly. 
Many people rejected the confrontational 
and anti-Canadian framing. Those who might 
support provincial rights did not feel sufficient 
ownership of the current policy (originating 
from one party) to lend it their support. 

Open-mindedness and discussion 

All groups favoured more discussion and 
many people disliked the increasingly 

polarized and ill-mannered debate. 

Even those who rejected environmentalist 
arguments favoured the sentence 

“environmentalists should feel free to raise 
their concerns.”

 
Tribalism 

People consistently rejected language that set 
one group against another. Even those who 
were critical of environmental campaigners 
wanted an open discussion with them and 
rejected language that outright rejected their 
views such as: “environmental extremists 
take a very narrow view that is not grounded 
in reality.”

Investing in the future

Study participants were widely concerned 
about the long-term implications of 
investment decisions, especially in 

infrastructure. 

They questioned the cost of pipelines, the 
ability of the industry to pay back and the 

lack of investment in oil refining. A discussion 
about the choices of where to make long-
term investment decisions would initiate a 

broad and open discussion.

 
Pipeline battles

At the time of research (spring 2018) 
pipelines were not a major topic of sustained 
discussion for any group and were typically 
only mentioned in passing as a symptom of 
wider issues, such as bad government policy 
or environmental extremism.   

This is an evolving issue, and may yet change, 
but the research recommends caution in 
assuming that pipelines are a topic that will 
galvanize productive or fresh conversation 
about climate change or energy.

Balanced yet critical evaluation  
of oil and gas

People recognize the contribution of oil and 
gas to the economy. And they recognise 
that, as with any benefit, there have also 

been costs. A balanced evaluation of both is 
required.

 
Uncritical praise for the oil and gas sector

Uncritical praise such as: “we have one of the 
best-regulated energy industries in the world” 
was highly polarizing. This language was least 
liked by a group of government employees 
who oversee that regulation.
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Straight talk

In their conversations, study participants 
frequently demanded or praised authenticity 

and “straight” talk. They favoured simple 
language that presented clear options.

In particular, honesty in a communicator 
might involve admitting that the options are 
not easy and that one does not necessarily 

know all the answers to the long-term 
outcomes. 

 
Techno-jargon, euphemisms and slogans 

Very few people spoke about “emissions” or 
“carbon.” When they did use these words it 
was often in a critical context, complaining 
about carbon “tax” or emissions “regulation.” 
These words and their derivatives (such 
as low carbon, negative emissions) have 
little meaning with the Albertan public. 
Participants generally expressed a dislike, and 
sometimes a disgust, with massaged slogans 
which people described as “sounding like a 
politician.”

This will not be easy

People in Alberta are proud of their ability to 
respond, adapt and cope. Study participants 

strongly favoured language that responded 
to climate change by saying an energy 

transition will “not be easy” and will be 
“challenging” but, through that process, it 

could be rewarding. This language was seen 
as authentic and honest.

 
This will be easy – eco-boosterism

People do not believe that major changes, 
including energy transition, will come easily. 

They do not believe that renewables can 
simply replace fossil fuels, and most are 
skeptical that it can simply provide the same 
jobs and economic opportunities that were 
provided by the oil and gas sector. 

Renewables offer new opportunities and 
positive challenges - the next “boom”

Participants supported a major expansion in 
renewable energy, and described it in terms 

of new opportunities and innovation. Oil and 
gas professionals were enthusiastic about the 

technical challenges.  Hoping for an upturn 
in the energy sector, some said renewables 

could provide the next “boom.”

 
“Clean” energy will replace “dirty” fossil 
fuels

Very few people believed that renewables 
could replace the oil and gas industry in the 
foreseeable future, or provide the same level 
of revenue or employment. The dichotomy 
of “clean” vs “dirty” energy - often used 
in environmental messaging - was not 
accepted. Few people proposed renewables 
for environmental reasons or used the phrase 
“clean energy.” The only mention of the 
phrase “dirty oil” was when quoting outside 
criticism. 

Building a transition towards  
something new

People are proud to see Albertans as “builders.” 
A transition to new energy sources can be 

presented as building new infrastructure 
towards a positive objective (clean energy, 

diversified economy, new opportunities). 
Transition should also be a move towards a 
diversified economy with increased growth 

outside the energy sector.

 
Transition away from something old

Albertans do not regard the oil industry as 
obsolete and are proud of its innovation. 
Language should avoid demeaning the oil 
industry — for example as obsolete dirty 
industrial history — and instead, see it as a 
source of skills and ideas for moving forward.
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A narrow visual vocabulary currently frames 
climate change in the public mind: melting ice-
caps, smokestacks and potentially polarising 
images of environmental protesters and 
politicians are all common tropes, including 
in Canada59 (Examples 1, 3 & 7). What is 
often lacking from campaign imagery on 
energy and climate change are the faces and 
stories60 of people who can diversify the social 
representation of energy and climate change 
in the public mind. When Climate Outreach 
analysed the dominant images circulating 
around the UN climate conferences (and the 
Paris meeting in particular), we found there were 
primarily two types of images: politicians in suits 
inside the conference hall, and protesters in polar 
bear suits outside.61

The Climate Visuals project (led by Climate 
Outreach)62 conducted research in three countries 

with members of the public, producing a set of 
principles for more effective communication, 
as well as an evidence-based image library 
based on these principles. Central to the Climate 
Visuals guidance is the importance of showing 
a range of ‘everyday people’ being impacted by, 
and responding to, climate change (Examples 
2, 4, 6 & 10). In the Climate Visuals research, a 
clearly posed image of a man installing draught 
excluders while watched by a smiling family 
(Example 5) prompted ridicule: “I think that family 
needs to get out a little more - they’re a little too 
excited about the draught excluding.” Showing 
people genuinely benefiting from (or working on) 
renewable energy technologies is much better 
than showing them standing and waving in front 
of them (Examples 2 & 6). 

It is also crucial to be careful around imagery of 
protesters - the Climate Visuals research found 

Show the ordinary people at the centre of the clean energy 
transition

What does the energy  

transition look like? Imagery for 

telling powerful visual stories

PRINCIPLE 

5

In exactly the same way that language has a powerful impact on how people think about 
energy and climate change, the ‘visual language’ used to communicate the clean energy 
transition is also crucial. Show ‘real people’ being impacted by, and responding to climate 
change, rather than politicians, ‘typical protesters’ or people-free arrays of solar panels.  
Use images to situate the energy transition in the here-and-now. 
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that images depicting protests (or protesters) 
attracted widespread cynicism (Example 7). 
Images of (what people described as) ‘typical 
environmentalists’ only really resonated with the 
small number of people who already considered 
themselves as activists and campaigners. Most 
people do not feel an affinity with climate change 
protesters, so images of protests may reinforce 

the idea that climate change is for ‘them’ rather 
than ‘us’. Protest images involving people directly 
affected by climate impacts were seen as more 
authentic and therefore more compelling - 
and many of the protests taking place around 
pipelines in Canada and the US involve a range 
of people who do not fit the environmentalist 
stereotype (Example 8).

DO’S AND DON'TS

  
Example 1

Photo: Mario Hoppmann (CC BY 2.0)

Example 2

Photo: Alaska Centre for Energy (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

Example 3

Photo: Tony Webster (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Example 4

Photo: Spencer Thomas (CC BY 2.0)

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Polar_Bears_Across_the_Arctic_Face_Shorter_Sea_Ice_Season_(29664357826)_(2).jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/acep_uaf/10876254114
https://www.flickr.com/photos/diversey/24077210421
https://www.flickr.com/photos/spencerthomas/394209399
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Example 5

Photo: Transition Belsize

Example 6

Photo: Simon Williams (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

Example 7

Photo: Franck Robichon/European Pressphoto Agency

Example 8

Photo: Luis Enrique Saldana (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Example 9

Photo: Brendan Cox/Oxfam International (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

Example 10

Photo: James Anderson, WRI (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

https://www.flickr.com/photos/jinjasi/4463337655/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/92793865@N07/19134645714/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/oxfam/3571002010
https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldresourcesinstitute/14244707259/
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In imagery (as in written communication) there is 
a balance to be struck between not overloading 
people with fear, and not painting an unrealistically 
(and inauthentically) rosy picture of how the future 
will be. Mirroring research on language-based 
frames, images that show shocking, disturbing 
climate impacts and their effects on people are 
likely to grab people’s attention, but may leave 
them feeling hopeless or helpless (Example 9).63 
And just as people will see through (or maybe even 
be demotivated by64) ‘brightsiding’ in language-
based communication, images that portray positive 
solutions without any sense of the problem they are 
designed to solve may not be fully engaged with 
(or deemed inauthentic). An authentically positive 
framing of climate change is one that is constructive, 
not one that suggests ‘everything will be fine’,65 and 

the same applies to imagery: show images of local 
climate impacts to cut through to your audience, 
but couple them with pictures of relatable people 
responding to the risks (and benefiting from climate 
solutions - Examples 2, 6 & 10). 

Images depicting authentic, constructive 
‘solutions’ to climate change generated mostly 
positive emotions in our Climate Visuals research 
for those on the political right, as well as those 
on the left. Home insulation is a practical 
and ‘sensible’ response to climate change, 
that is grounded in notions of ‘efficiency’ and 
‘productivity’ (Example 6). These are ideas that 
fit easily with a conservative mindset – and 
therefore may be more engaging from a politically 
conservative perspective. 

Strike the right balance between ‘hope and fear’

CASE STUDY

Using the Climate Visuals library to select effective clean-energy 
imagery66

Climate Visuals is the world’s first evidence-based image library on energy and climate change, 
a resource for communicators, campaigners, educators and journalists to find images and 
get inspiration for their work. Based on international research with more than 3000 people, 
the library has over 600 images, and is growing by the month. Each image has been carefully 
selected to illustrate the seven principles for more effective visual communication that emerged 
from the research which forms the basis of the Climate Visuals approach. 

The Climate Visuals library is divided into a series of ‘galleries’ (containing images of climate 
impacts, climate causes, and climate solutions). You can also browse images by the ‘collection’ 
they are in. Or, simply type a description in the search bar - the images are tagged by location, 
and the content of the image. All images are captioned with an explanation of how they fit with 
the seven Climate Visuals principles, and why they work. 

There are over 180 images tagged as ‘climate solutions’, which bring a range of aspects of the 
clean energy transition to life (from people working on and benefiting from solar panels, to the 
‘right kind of protest’ imagery. 

Some images are licensed through Creative Commons and are free to use, others can be 
licensed from the rights-holder, but in every case Climate Visuals provides an evidence-based 
portal to people-centred imagery on energy and climate change. 

https://www.climatevisuals.org/evidence-behind-climate-visuals
https://www.climatevisuals.org/images
https://www.climatevisuals.org/images
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There are few influences more powerful than 
our friends, social networks and the social 
norms we are surrounded by.67 Long-standing 
health campaigns on issues like smoking or 
obesity often target peer groups and existing 
social networks, in the hope that the spreading 
of positive behaviours will be more likely within 
groups of people who trust each other and pay 
attention to each other’s behaviour.68 The habits, 
beliefs, customs and behaviours of people in a 
person’s extended social network - even if they 
do not know them directly or spend any time 
with them - have been shown to exert a powerful 
influence on people.69

And research shows that social norms matter for 
energy and climate change too: providing people 
with evidence of what others around them are 
doing has been shown to have a significant effect 
on attitudes and behaviours. For example, the 
leading US social psychologist Robert Cialdini ran 
a series of studies showing that when hotel guests 
were informed that other people on their floor 
had reused their bath towels, they were more 
likely to reuse them too (Cialdini, 2003).70 
 

Social norms

Promote positive social  

norms, and communicate  

through trusted messengers

PRINCIPLE 

6

We are social animals, and what people think other people think about energy and climate 
change is crucial to building a rapid and sustained clean energy transition that is grounded 
in robust public support. Point to positive social norms, highlight existing public support 
to leverage greater engagement, widen energy transition spokespeople beyond the ‘usual 
suspects’, and ensure the right elite voices are being heard.
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CASE STUDY

Social norms and energy use

Academic research on social norms is now being put into practice by the energy company 
Opower, who have achieved small but consistent savings on average energy use with their US 
customers.71 Opower’s approach is deceptively simple: every customer who receives an energy 
bill also receives information about how much energy they are using relative to their neighbours. 
The energy bills that Opower customers receive show average usage relative to immediate 
neighbours (‘people like them’), give feedback about recent bills (through positive or negative 
emoticons) and contain tips for saving energy. 

When combined with enhanced in-home energy monitoring, social-norm based approaches 
offer a straightforward way of harnessing social dynamics to reduce energy use. 

‘Second-order beliefs’ are beliefs about what  
other people think . Social psychological research 
has consistently shown that they are an important 
influence on people’s  own beliefs - in the sense 
that they establish (perceived) social norms, and 
a shared sense of the ‘middle ground’ on a range 
of issues, including climate change.72  One recent 
UK poll, for example, found that although most 
Britons favour renewable energy, they drastically 
underestimate how many people agree with 
them.73 Wrongly believing that opposition to 
renewable energy is the norm, they may then 
follow what they perceive as the herd, publicly 
at least, and policy decisions (such as abolishing 
support for inland wind farms) may follow.

Another study found that Australian citizens 
display a similar bias in their perceptions of 
climate change denial. Perhaps because of 
the over-representation of these views in the 
Australian media (relative to the actual proportion 
of scientists who dispute climate change), people 
overestimated the amount of climate scepticism 
in society.74 And this phenomenon is not confined 
to views about climate change. Another recent 
study  found that while most people said they held 

“communal” or “compassionate” values, many 
also mistakenly thought most other people were 
selfish. As a result, they were less likely to act 
selflessly themselves.75

The same patterns can be found in Canada: one 
survey76 found that people overestimated the 
contribution of the Tar Sands to the Canadian 
economy, while another77 showed that people 
overestimate the strength of feeling and support 
for pipelines (when in reality most people have 
mixed feelings, even if on balance they are 
supportive). And in important recent work78 by 
the Canadian scholars Erick Lachapelle, Louise 
Comeau and others, testing approaches to 
framing carbon pricing for public engagement, 
they emphasise the importance of conveying 
the ‘social consensus’ on climate change and 
carbon pricing (where it exists). Telling Canadians 
about the positive attitudes that are widespread 
on energy and climate change is an effective 
starting point for conversations - and can help 
dispel the idea that concern about climate change 
(or support for the energy transition) are niche 
positions. 

The social consensus: What people think other people think
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CASE STUDY

Framing Carbon pricing in Canada

Carbon pricing is a key policy in Canada (more so than perhaps anywhere else in the 
world). Globally, public opinion has tended to be negative (or absent altogether - levels of 
awareness of carbon pricing are usually low compared to other types of climate policy79). But 
in Canada research has revealed - at least in some Provinces, and among some segments of 
the population - growing support for carbon pricing. Perhaps surprisingly, the more people 
know, the less people say they like it80 - but this reinforces a key climate change/energy 
communication principle: it is the connection with people’s values in a message (not the amount 
they know) that drives support and engagement. 

One interesting finding to emerge from recent studies by Louise Comeau81 (using a cross-
Canadian survey that included a particular focus on New Brunswick and Nova Scotia) is that 
opposition to carbon pricing can be reduced by pointing to the economic and social consensus 
on carbon pricing and climate change (i.e. showing where positive social norms exist). The 
following example shows this strategy in practice:

“Almost all economists (75% in one survey) believe that putting a price on carbon pollution is 
the most effective way to shrink the greenhouse gas emissions changing the climate without 
harming the economy. 

Most Canadians believe climate change is already harming us today through extreme storms, 
forest fires and flooding and that’s why the majority of Canadians also support carbon pricing.

That’s why pricing the pollution unbalancing the climate makes sense. The more we pollute, 
the more we pay. It’s a fair way to hold polluters accountable. It’s effective because it makes 
solutions like renewable energy more affordable.”

Trust is a precious commodity in communication - and 
a recent poll on public trust in different professions 
(around the world) found - for the first time - that the 
Canadian public had shifted from being (generally) 
trusting to being generally distrusting as a 
nation, with elected politicians, economists and 
journalists all viewed with particular suspicion.82 

So although energy regulators and government 
departments are generally well trusted on 

providing information about energy in Canada,83 
certainly more than the energy industry itself, 
they are certainly not the only (or necessarily 
the best) spokespeople for promoting the clean 
energy transition. It is crucial to support and 
nurture communicators and messengers who can 
relate to different audiences (sharing their values), 
and move the energy transition away from 
the ‘big numbers’ and towards relatable, local 
developments and goals. 

Nurturing trusted communicators and new voices on energy 
and climate change
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CASE STUDY

The role of trusted messengers in phasing out coal in Ontario

After a long campaign, grounded in health messages about asthma and local air quality, the 
Ontario Clean Air Alliance were successful in ending coal-fired electricity generation in the 
province. Key to the campaign’s success were the right ‘messengers’, including Doctors, Nurses 
and trusted health professionals (rather than environmental campaigners). As the report84 
evaluating the campaign’s success puts it:

“...(H)aving the province’s top medical association label air pollution “a public health crisis” had 
far more effect than any statements put out by environmental organizations on the dangers 
of coal. Similarly, presenting the OCAA’s chief spokesperson as a buttoned-down economist 
made its message about the low cost of ending coal burning credible”.

Stand up for the Coast rally lead by indigenous peoples in British Columbia. Photo: Larissa Sayer (CC BY-NC 2.0)

https://www.flickr.com/photos/riss/7018914687


34 CLIMATE OUTREACH  • Communicating the Canadian clean energy transition

DO’S AND DON'TS

 Diversify the voices that speak in favour of the energy transition. From labor leaders, 
to indigenous groups, to trusted local businesses, there is huge potential for 
reaching beyond the usual suspects and building a more inclusive movement.

 Work through established social networks such as faith groups, who will often 
have a deep concern for stewardship of the natural world, and can articulate 
the challenge of climate change in a way that speaks to the values of their 
constituencies.86

Ensuring that a range of opinion-leader voices are 
heard is crucial, because as well as ‘each other’, 
people pay attention to the voices in the media 
on energy and climate change. The sociologist 
Robert Brulle tracked public opinion on climate 
change in the US over more than a decade, 
piecing together events and influences that had 

swayed views.85 His analysis pointed strongly 
to the importance of “elite cues”; that is, signals 
and messages that people get from the media, 
politicians and other high-profile voices. What 
they say matters – especially if they say nothing 
at all.
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