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Introduction  

 
 

ò[T]here is no shortage of bright ideas for climate policies that would keep us within a safe carbon 
budgeté The bigger challenge is how do ôweõé go about persuading people [so] that policies like 
these happen.ó 

-     Jonathan Rowson and Adam Corner, RSA & Climate Outreach 
1  

 
 
 
Communication will have a vital role to play as 
the climate crisis continues to deepen, and 
understanding current approaches to climate 
communication is crucial for ensuring that our 
communication practices play this vital role. 
 
This report summarises the results of a research 
project on communication practices in the New 
Zealand climate movement, undertaken while 
completing a Masterõs thesis in Sociology at 
Victoria University in Wellington. It  is the first  
in-depth study on climate communication that 
draws on perspectives from across the New 
Zealand climate movement. 
 
This research has been grounded in interviews 
with fourteen members of the New Zealand 
climate movement, supported by a review of 
relevant academic and NGO literature. A central 
aim in the research has been to present the 
perspectives of experienced New Zealand climate 
communicators, sharing them with the climate 
movement and the wider community. In doing 
this, I have aimed to synthesise the material in a 
way that brings clarity to it, and thereby provide 
tools, insight, and motivation for further 
movement reflection on communication 
practices. 
 

If you are reading this report, it is likely that you 
need no convincing of the immensity of the 
climate challenge. The climate movement 
confronts an increasingly urgent problem, 
combined with an unpromising mix of active 
resistance, lukewarm concern, lack of 
engagement, and, often, lack of hope. In their 
work creating social change in this context, 
climate movement participants must combine a 
thorough understanding of the climate crisis, 

effective organisational strategies, and meaningful 
communication with a diverse range of publics.  
 
This report explores how New Zealand climate 
movement participants respond to the climate 
challenge, and the framing and communication 
practices they adopt in their attempts to bridge 
the gap between themselves and the public. I 
consider how the climate movement seeks to 
engage with the New Zealand public, describing 
and discussing the decisions that movement 
participants make in their efforts to mobilise 
people and create a ôsocial consensusõ on climate 
action, and shining light on how they understand 
their own practices and the challenges they are 
facing in their work.  
 

A core dynamic in climate communication is the 
balance communicators strike between ôspeaking 
their own truthõ and ômeeting people where they 
are atõ. This balance is central to the task of 
Making climate action meaningful ð it is the balance 
between, on the one hand, speaking to the facts 
of the climate crisis and to what makes climate 
action meaningful to climate communicators 
themselves, and on the other, speaking in a way 
that is meaningful to those being communicated 
with.  
 
Climate communicators adopt a range of 
approaches in order to ômeet people where they 
are atõ: dialogue, ongoing engagement, addressing 
both the climate crisis and a range of solutions, 
linking the local and the global, and addressing 
climate ôco-risksõ and ôco-benefitsõ. 
 
It is important to consider the risks and 
challenges involved in the balance between 
ôspeaking your own truthõ and ômeeting people 
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where they are atõ.  If the balance is right, climate 
communication will empower people, thereby 
helping translate belief in, and concern about, the 
climate crisis into behavioural change and political 
engagement, cumulatively creating social change. 
If the balance is wrong, however, communication 
efforts risk not connecting with people, or overly 
diluting the message, leading to no effect, or to a 
negative effect. 
 
The attempt to ômake climate action meaningfulõ 
requires consideration of emotions and 
empowerment. Climate communicators must 
strike a balance between eliciting fear and 
promoting hope, and between the need to make 
an emotional impact and the need to avoid 
overwhelming people with the emotional weight 
of the climate crisis.  
 
The challenge of balancing ôspeaking your own 
truthõ and ômeeting people where they are atõ can 
particularly be seen in the way communicators 
balance and blend moral and economic framing. 
Morality and economics are two fundamental 
elements of what gives a sense of meaningfulness 
to climate action, and therefore underlie decision-
making around both climate action and climate 
communication.  
 
Climate movement participants seek to reach 
peopleõs hearts by speaking to their values and 

morals. This includes morality towards both 
people and the environment, manifested through 
appeals to moral values, calls for moral 
transformation, and the use of moral framing in a 
Mńori cultural context.  
 
Economic framing is important because of the 
significance of the economic drivers of the 
climate crisis, because of the way economics 
speaks to peopleõs desires for security and 
prosperity, and because economic framing is the 
primary form of ôcounter-framingõ in opposition 
to climate action.  
 
Climate communicators combine moral and 
economic framing in a moral critique of status 
quo economics, communicating the need for 
systemic change in a politically hostile 
environment. Climate communicators also make 
use of positive, moral conceptions of economics 
and communicate about already-existing ômoral 
economic solutionsõ to the climate crisis. 
 
As demonstrated in the comments of participants 
in this research, communicative efforts to engage 
with and mobilise the public, promoting both a 
systemic critique and real alternatives to the fossil 
fuel economy, are an integral aspect of creating 
the social change necessary to respond to the 
climate crisis.  

  

350 Aotearoa Break Free protest, Queen St, Auckland, May 2016. 
Photo: 350 Aotearoa 
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Research approach 

 
 
 
 
In developing our efforts to respond to the 
climate crisis, the experiences and perspectives of 
those involved in the climate movement are 
fundamentally important. This underpinned the 
decision to ground this research project in 
interviews with New Zealand climate movement 
participants, adopting a movement-centred 
approach that allows the voices of movement 
participants to be heard on topics that are 
important to their work. I undertook two 
interviews with each research participant in order 
to provide opportunities for detailed feedback, 
helping deepen the analysis I was developing 
through the direct participation of climate 
movement activists. 
 
I made an active decision to interview members 
of a range of groups across the climate 
movement, rather than focus on one group or 
type of group, hoping in this way to provide a 
broad perspective, and to support internal 
movement communication, which several 
research participants highlighted as currently 
being important for the New Zealand climate 
movement.  
 
For the purposes of this research project, I have 
conceived of the New Zealand climate movement 
in a broad fashion. Research participants came 
from a range of backgrounds and adopt a variety 
of approaches to tackling the climate crisis. They 
include campaigners, educators, permaculturists, 
community project co-ordinators, protesters, and 
politicians. Participants are involved with 
campaigns and projects based around deep sea oil, 
fracking, coal, transport, food and farming, 
divestment, community-building, and broader 
sustainability issues. Research participantsõ 
organisational affiliations are important in 
providing context for their comments; however, 
all participants spoke in an individual capacity in 
the interviews. 
 
In this research, I have particularly focused on 
face-to-face communication with the public at 

large, via public meetings, interactive workshops, 
stalls, door-knocking campaigns, protests, and 
demonstrations, as well as other one-on-one 
communication activities. I chose to focus on this 
sort of human connection because I see 
interaction and participation as essential elements 
of movement building and social change. With 
this in mind, however, I acknowledge the 
importance of the media in terms of its influence 
on public opinion and engagement with the 
climate crisis, and therefore also the importance 
for the climate movement of engaging with the 
media. The material discussed in this report is 
relevant to all forms of climate communication. 
 
As stated in the Introduction, in addition to the 
interviews undertaken as part of the research, I 
also carried out a survey of relevant academic and 
NGO literature. There is a wide variation of 
opinion within this literature as to what 
constitutes effective climate communication. In 
most cases, I was able to find examples in the 
literature which were congruent with the 
experience and opinions described by research 
participants. However, there is a lack of detailed 
work on climate communication which takes a 
movement-centred perspective, and a significant 
segment of the academic literature voices 
perspectives that are detached from the practical 
concerns of climate communicators. Consistent 
with this, climate communication researcher 
Susanne Moser notes that there has been a òlack 
of exchange among those doing the 
communicating and those researching itó2. A 
number of groups have been seeking to remedy 
this, however, combining academic work with 
practitioner knowledge3, and my work here can 
broadly be considered to follow in this line of 
research. Rather than abstract theory, what I 
believe climate activism needs is òa way of 
grappling with those real, immediate questions 
that emerge from a transformative projectó4.  
 
My aim in this research has not been to 
summarise the literature on effective climate 
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communication, as others have done this5. There 
are a range of useful insights in the literature; 
however, there are too many contextual variables 
to be able to define the ôright wayõ to 
communicate about the climate crisis in all 
circumstances. In line with this, my aim also has 
not been to ôcritiqueõ the ways in which New 
Zealand climate movement participants are 
currently going about communicating. It is no 
doubt true that we can all improve our efforts at 
climate communication, and at climate 
campaigning more generally; I have sought to 
contribute to such an improvement in two 
connected ways. Firstly, in the interviews, my aim 
was to provide the research participants with 
space for reflection on their work. Secondly, by 
presenting the perspectives of these experienced 
climate communicators, I have sought to share 
their experience with a wider audience. 

Ultimately, my hope is that this research can be 
useful to the New Zealand climate movement, 
contributing to effective climate action in 
Aotearoa. To this end, I have used the research to 
give several public talks and mini-workshops, and 
have made a range of material available online. 
This report, the full thesis, academic articles, a 
video presentation of the research, and related 
material can be found at 
www.climatevoicesaotearoa.wordpress.com.  
 
I hope that you find material in this report that 
prompts you to reflect on your own experiences 
of communicating about the climate crisis, and 
sparks some ideas about how you might develop 
your own approaches to this challenge, together 
with your family and your community, and with 
the New Zealand climate movement as a whole.

 

 
 

 
 
  
 
  

Community Flotilla for climate justice, organised by Oil Free Wellington, 13 December 2015. 
Photo: Tim Onnes 

http://www.climatevoicesaotearoa.wordpress.com/
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Research participants 

 
I would like to acknowledge and thank all of the following people. 

Firstly, for participating in this research project and thereby supporting me in my work. 
And secondly, above all, for their commitment to the climate movement in Aotearoa,  

and their courage in standing up, and speaking up, for the wellbeing of people and the planet. Kia kaha. 

 
Steve Abel is Senior Climate Campaigner with Greenpeace New Zealand. He is a long-time environmental 
activist and has worked on a wide range of campaigns with Greenpeace. He was also previously involved in 
Native Forest Action.  

Catherine Cheung is a member of Climate Justice Taranaki, which has recently had a particular focus on 
issues around fracking. She has acted as both researcher and spokesperson for the group, and she has 
previously worked as a marine scientist. 

Gary Cranston manages the Climate Justice Aotearoa website. He currently works for Unite Union, and 
has previously worked for Greenpeace. He was involved in the 2009 Camp for Climate Action Aotearoa, 
and was an International Trade Union Confederation delegate at COP21 in 2015. 

Jeanette Fitzsimons is currently involved in Coal Action Network Aotearoa and Auckland Coal Action, 
and was previously co-leader of the Green Party. She is a co-author of Coal Action Networkõs Jobs after coal 
report.  

Gareth Hughes is a Member of Parliament for the Green Party, co-ordinates the Green Party climate 
campaign, and is the Green Party spokesperson for Energy and Resources. He previously worked for 
Greenpeace New Zealand, and was also involved in the Save Happy Valley Coalition. 

Nicole Masters is an agroecologist and the director of Integrity Soils. She works as a farmer educator, 
consulting with farmers and advising them on soil health. She was a founder of the Association of 
Biological Farmers New Zealand and previously acted as spokesperson for the Association.  

Robina McCurdy is a sustainability educator and community development facilitator, and founder of the 
Institute of Earthcare Education Aotearoa. She has recently been working on a series of documentary films 
as part of the Localising Food Project, which she co-ordinates. She is also a member of Permaculture 
Institute NZ. 

Matt Morris  is the co-ordinator of Edible Canterbury and works as a sustainability advocate at the 
University of Canterbury. He is the deputy co-chair of the Soil & Health Association of New Zealand, and 
has written a PhD dissertation on home gardening in Christchurch. 

Niamh OõFlynn is the Executive Director of 350 Aotearoa, which is currently focused on its divestment 
campaign. She previously worked with Greenpeace New Zealand, and she founded Oil Free Otago.  

John Peet is the chair of Sustainable Aotearoa New Zealand (SANZ), and a member of Engineers for 
Social Responsibility and Sustainable Ƅtautahi Christchurch. He is the co-author of the SANZ report Strong 
sustainability for New Zealand.  

Katherine Peet is an adult educator who has run Treaty of Waitangi workshops for over thirty years, and 
who integrates sustainability issues into her work. She is the co-chair of One Voice Te Reo Kotahi, an 
organiser for Network Waitangi Ƅtautahi, and an executive member of Sustainable Ƅtautahi Christchurch.  

Mike Smith (Ngńpuhi, Ngńti Kahu) is a Climate Campaigner with Greenpeace New Zealand. He has a 
long history of working on environmental and Mńori issues. He also co-directed the New Zealand climate 
documentary He ao wera. 

Dayle Takitimu (Te Whńnau-ń-Apanui, Ngńti Porou, Norfolk Island) is a lawyer, and acts as the lead 
counsel and co-lead negotiator for Te Whńnau-ń-Apanui, holding portfolios on Treaty of Waitangi, 
indigenous rights, and environmental issues. 

Paul Young is co-founder and Policy Director of Generation Zero, within which he has taken on research 
and analysis, and media and communications, roles. He is the lead author of Generation Zeroõs report A 
challenge to our leaders and a contributing author to The big ask. 
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Making climate action meaningful  

 
 

òYou can tap into core meanings and valuesé and present them as whatõs at stakeé Essentially, 
the essence of framing around anything is you giving the meaning to the struggleé and your 
opponent disagrees with the meaning youõre giving to it, and they try and give another meaning to 
it, and it's essentially about who wins the battle of meaning.ó   

-     Steve Abel 

 
 
 

In this research, I take the immediate goal of 
climate communication to be behavioural change 
towards both reduced carbon footprints and 
increased political participation, building public 
capacity to engage with climate issues as well as 
building public demand for adequate climate 
policy. I take the ultimate goal to be social and 
political transformation, via changed social norms 
and mass mobilisation, building on behavioural 
change òfrom the ground upó to make this 
transformation culturally and politically 
embedded.  
 
The concept of ôframingõ is a useful and popular 
way of discussing communication. Simply put, 
frames are òmental structures that shape the way 
we see the worldó6. Thus, climate movement 
participants seek to bring about a ôsocial 
consensusõ on climate action by engaging with 
people and communicating their understanding, 
or ôframingõ, of this, and undertaking actions that 
draw attention to this framing. If successful in 
their framing efforts, they influence the publicõs 
own ways of framing climate action, with the 
resulting change in framing manifesting in new 
ways of thinking, feeling, and acting. 

 
In line with this conception of framing, research 
participant Mike Smith spoke of helping people 
òsee the world through a climate-changed lensó. 
The question of meaning is an important element 
of such framing, as is evoked in the quotation by 
Steve Abel at the top of this page, thereby linking 
directly with the title of this research project: 
Making climate action meaningful. 
 
 
 

ò ôWhat message should we give to people?õ 
The first answer to [this] question[ ] may seem 
rather unsatisfactory, namely, ôIt depends!õ ó 
 

-     Susanne Moser 
climate communication researcher 

7  

 
 

There is no simple answer as to what constitutes 
effective climate communication. It depends on a 
number of contextual influences, among which 
research participants named: the campaign focus, 
the type of activity during which the 
communication takes place, the degree of 
engagement the activity allows for, and the 
audience that is addressed. 
 
With these contextual influences in mind, climate 
communicatorsõ efforts to ômake climate action 
meaningfulõ can be understood in relation to two 
broad themes, which identify underlying concerns 
in research participantsõ experience of climate 
communication. This report is structured around 
these two themes. 
 
Firstly: 
 

A core dynamic in climate communication is the 
balance communicators strike between ôspeaking 
their own truthõ and ômeeting people where they 
are atõ.  

 
And, secondly: 
 

Given the centrality of morality and economics to 
decision-making around climate action, this 
dynamic can particularly be seen in the way 
communicators balance and blend moral and 
economic framing. 
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Speaking your own truth 
 
 
 

In this section, I begin presenting the first core 
theme of this research: the way in which 
communicators balance speaking ôthe factsõ of the 
climate crisis and ôspeaking their own truthõ with 
ômeeting people where they are atõ. Expressing 
this balance, Dayle Takitimu spoke of òtrying to 
get as broad support as possibleó òwhile still 
remaining true to ourselvesó. 

 

The first, and most basic, way that climate 
communicators make climate action meaningful is 
by providing information about the climate crisis. 
In addition to this, Steve Abel suggested that òyou 
will actually get much greater supportó if you 
òspeak to your own truthó. He explained: òOften 
itõs about remembering what at its core weõre 
actually here foró. 
 

A central way in which speaking ôthe factsõ and 
ôyour own truthõ manifests is through what is 
known in the literature as ôdiagnosticõ and 
ôprognosticõ framing: describing the problem and 
solutions. A core element of this is a focus on 
fossil fuels and the need for reduced greenhouse 
gas emissions, including through the use of 
renewable energy; however, participants also 
spoke of broader issues, as displayed in the 
following quotations:  
 

Research participant Katherine Peet spoke of the 
òcrisis that we face, brought on by the economic 
system and manifesting itself in climateó.  

 

òA big part of what weõre looking at when 
weõre looking at the carbon loading in the 
atmosphere comes from soilé and people 
havenõt been hearing that part of the story.ó 
 

               -     Nicole Masters 

 
 

With this concern in mind, I specifically chose to 
include three participants working on food and 
farming issues in the research, to ensure that these 
issues were represented. 
 
 

òI think community will give you the security, 
especially when the economyõs collapsed, and 
you do need people around you whom you 
can trust and share whatever you have with 
each other.ó  

                                   -     Catherine Cheung        

 
 

Bringing this section to a close, this quotation 
from Catherine Cheung is valuable because it 
shows how climate action may not necessarily be 
focused directly on the climate itself, and points 
out that building community resilience is an 
important response to the climate crisis. 
 
 

 

  

Climate Justice Taranaki ôFrack Tourõ event, outside Todd Energyõs McKee Production Station, Taranaki.  
Photo: Catherine Cheungõs collection 
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The communication gap 
 
 

òWe are changing the climate, but itõs not yet changing us.ó  
 

-     Jonathan Rowson and Adam Corner, RSA & Climate Outreach 
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If climate communicators are going to talk about 
ôthe factsõ and ôtheir own truthõ, they also need to 
consider òThe communication gapó. Clearly, there 
is a large gap between the ways in which climate 
movement participants frame climate action, and 
the way members of the public do. One research 
participant called it a òchasmó. 

 
 

òAlthough people understand thereõs 
something wrong with Big Oil globallyé [Big 
Oil] spend[s] a lot on PRé and maybe BP 
isnõt seen as so bad if you visit them twice a 
week and you buy your pie from them.ó 
 

-     Gareth Hughes 

 
 

This quotation gives a sense of how ônormalõ 
fossil fuels, and fossil fuel companies, are in our 
society. In doing this, it also gives a sense of the 
strength of the current political economy and how 
this manifests culturally. 
 
An important aspect of the communication gap is 
the sense of òconfusion and disconnectionó 
people have around climate change:  
 

 

òI donõt think it has really hit home that itõs a 
serious concern for now, and itõs inevitable, 
and we have the power to make the changes 
that need to happen now.ó 

-     Niamh OõFlynn 
 
 

òI donõt think most people understand the 
scale of the crisis.ó  

-     Matt Morris 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This point from Matt Morris is reflected in the 
literature. There is widespread misunderstanding 
of climate change even among well-educated 
people. 
 
In addition to confusion and a sense of 
disconnection from the climate crisis, though, 
there is also overt opposition to climate action. 
Jeanette Fitzsimons described how 
communication efforts must be made òagainst the 
clamouró from business, politicians, the media, 
and mainstream society:  
 
 

òWe can flog ourselves about ôOur 
communication isnõt good enoughõ, and 
sometimes it isnõt, but sometimes itõs just that 
the noise coming in the other direction is 
huge, you know, youõre fighting into a 
hundred-miles-an-hour gale going the other 
way.ó  

-     Jeanette Fitzsimons  

 
 

This is particularly important to keep in mind 
when reflecting on our communication practices.  

Generation Zero event in Wellington, 2015. 
Photo: Generation Zero 
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Other aspects of this can be seen in relation to Te 
Whńnau-ń-Apanuiõs opposition to drilling in the 
Raukumara Basin by Brazilian petroleum 
company Petrobras. Dayle Takitimu spoke of the 
sense of being òoutgunned and out-resourcedó:  
 
 

ò[Te Whńnau-ń-Apanui was] up against the 
New Zealand government and Petrobras, who 
were owned by the Brazilian government and 
funded for that exploration by the Obama 
administrationé and then we had most of the 
oilé industry gunning for that as well.ó 
 

-     Dayle Takitimu 
 

 
Dayle Takitimu compared this to the òzero 
budgetó that they were working with, and this 
gives a real sense of the disparity at play. (It is 
worth noting that Petrobras ultimately gave back 
their licences and didnõt continue with further 
drilling.)  
 
 

òThereõs concern out there [and yet] they vote 
the National Government in... What the hell? 
It doesnõt make any sense at all... I think what 
people are looking for is more action to be 
taken on climate change that enables our 
status quo to remain in place.ó  

-     Matt Morris  

Here, Matt Morris highlights the role of the 
National Government, but also the significant 
role the public plays, both through their own 
actions, and through support for the National 
Party and the status quo.  
 
This is reflected in this next quotation from 
sociologist Kari Norgaard:  
 
 

òCitizens of wealthy nations who fail to 
respond to the issue of climate change benefit 
from their denial in economic terms. They 
also benefit by avoiding the emotional and 
psychological entanglement and identity 
conflicts that may arise from knowing that 
one is doing ôthe wrong thingõ[.]ó  
 

-     Kari Norgaard, sociologist 
9 

 

 
Mirroring the comments from research 
participants, we once again have the sense of the 
connection between the political economy and 
culture, combining in a lack of climate action. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

ôHeads in the sandõ protest against government inaction on climate change, organised by Coal Action Network Aotearoa.  
Mission Bay, Auckland, 7 December 2014. Photo: Ryan Mearns 
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Meeting people where they are at 
 
 

òOne of the challenges that faces climate activismé is about speaking to values that the people 
youõre trying to convince have, not just your own values.ó  

-     Paul Young 

 

 

Having described the gap between climate 
communicators and the public, I begin here to 
describe how communicators go about bridging 
this gap, through ômeeting people where they are 
atõ. In their communication efforts, climate 
movement participants seek to weave in peopleõs 
experiences, emotions, values, and their sense of 
identity and morality, making the climate crisis 
feel tangible and real, and speaking about climate 
action in a way òthat people can relate toó. This 
begins from the basic aim of making 
communication accessible, through offering a 
mixture of solid evidence and stories, avoiding 
jargon, and speaking in clear òmental imagesó and 
metaphors. A number of further elements of this 
are evident in the comments of research 
participants: speaking to values, the differences 
between various publics, linking the local and the 
global, ôco-riskõ and ôco-benefitõ framing, dialogue 
and ongoing engagement, and dilution of the 
message. 

 
In the quotation from Paul Young, above, you 
can see both sides of the balance I have been 
describing ð the balance between speaking to your 
own values and those of the public.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Gareth Hughes expanded on this attention to 
shared values, speaking of a Green Party leaflet: 
òIt talks about how climate change impacts a lot 
of things people care about, so coffee, alcohol, 
wildlife, chocolate, farmers, our endangered 
animals like the Mauiõs dolphin, the kiwi baché 
Everyone has a reason to care about this issue.ó 

 
A number of participants suggested that linking 
the global and the local was a way to connect with 
people. Paul Young described using òlocal scale 
campaigningó such as supporting the Auckland 
city rail link to show òwhat tackling climate 
change looks likeó. Steve Abel spoke of the 2015 
floods in Whanganui:  
 
 

òWe gave people the image of people 
shovelling silt out of their living rooms, and 
said ôThatõs a consequence of climate change, 
thatõs a consequence of the governmentõs 
inaction on climate change, and weõre going to 
see more of thatõ.ó  

-     Steve Abel  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Workshop given by Nicole Masters. Photo: Nicole Mastersõ collection 
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Co-risk/co-benefit framing relates to issues such 
as the risk of an oil spill, which arenõt climate 
change as such, but are connected with it. 
Participants spoke of how such issues resonate 
with diverse publics. Steve Abel said that òthe risk 
of oil washing on our beachesó is an òimmediate 
threató of loss that people strongly respond to. 
He similarly spoke of the òdestruction of ground 
water, or toxic chemicals or fire coming out of 
your tapó as òemotiveó issues that can be used to 
oppose fracking. Catherine Cheung indicated that, 
in her experience of working on fracking, this was  
true, with people connecting more with water 
issues than with the climate crisis. 
 

The sense that people respond to such co-risks 
and co-benefits can also be seen in terms of 
effectiveness. Nicole Masters spoke about the 
effectiveness of focusing on soil health. Giving 
the example of a young farmer who òdoesnõt care 
about anything except moneyé he doesnõt care 
about climate changeó, she spoke of how, by 
focusing on soil health, which influences this 
farmer financially, she is able to get wins for the 
climate.  
 

As noted above, other ways of ômaking climate 
action meaningfulõ are through dialogue and 
ongoing engagement, and Te Whńnau-ń-Apanuiõs 
òtribal kuraó is a good example of the 
combination of these. Dayle Takitimu described 
the tribal kura as òa two-day wńnanga at the 
maraeó, approximately once every two months, 
describing it as òa space [for people] to ask 
questions and have bigé ethical debatesó. She 
spoke about the role of the tribal kura in ògetting 
people decision-readyó, thereby òprovid[ing] the 
foundation for the Petrobras campaignó over the 
preceding years. She stated: 
 

òI think thatõs partly the learning out of the 
tribal kura, just this constant kind of talking 
and the showing of these images and stories 
from around the world, but also I think a lot 
of itõs come through Mike [Smith]é and what 
him and Hinekaa [Mako] have captured in 
terms of peopleõs experience [in their climate 
documentary, He ao wera 10], and being able to 
say ôThatõs a climate change issue, thatõs a 
climate issueõ.ó 

-     Dayle Takitimu  
 

 

Finally here, several research participants made it 
clear that with certain audiences, and in certain 
situations, they will make strategic decisions to 
hold back on expressing certain things, out of a 
desire to connect with that audience. Jeanette 
Fitzsimons suggested that òsometimes you do 
have to dilute the messageó:  
 
 

òI think if somebody is so far from being in 
our court, and from understanding our 
message, you donõt throw the whole thing at 
them ð that would be crazy, and it would just 
scare them offé Youõre just choosing the 
parts of the message theyõre capable of 
responding to and understanding, and letting 
the rest go until theyõre in a space where they 
can receive it.ó  

-     Jeanette Fitzsimons  
 

 

In saying this, she made it clear that you can do 
this without accepting peopleõs prejudices, and 
without going against your core beliefs and values. 

 
  

Deep sea oil protest in Auckland, 29 March, 2015. Photo: Greenpeace/Nigel Marple 
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Risks and challenges 

 
 
 
 

It is important to acknowledge the risks and 
challenges of climate communication. If 
movement participants donõt go far enough 
towards meeting people where they are at, there is 
the risk of having òno effect, or a negative effect, 
on your listeneró; but if they go too far from 
ôspeaking their own truthõ, the integrity of their 
message will be undermined, and once again 
nothing will be achieved, or the underlying drivers 
of the climate crisis may even be reinforced.  

 
Tom Crompton, Change Strategist for WWF-UK 
and director of the Common Cause Foundation, 
suggests that managing these trade-offs òshould 
be put at the heart of debate about 
communication and campaigns strategiesó11, and I 
have made this central to this research project. 
 
The first core risk is the risk of not connecting 
with people. Several interviewees spoke about not 
wanting to òalienateó people or to polarise the 
issue. Coming from a different angle, Gary 
Cranston cautioned about the lack of 
communication about òsolutions that will be 
relevant to ordinary peopleó. Matt Morris spoke  
about the risk of climate activism not òactually  
entering into peopleõs livesó. And Catherine 
Cheung highlighted how climate change can itself 
be òa barrieró and can òturn people offó. 
 
Matt Morris elaborated on this point: 
 
 

òSo every time you try and talk about anything 
to do with climate, sort of like the colour 
green appears and if [the audience isnõt] 
culturally aligned to that programme, then 
[they] will just switch off.ó 

-     Matt Morris  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The second risk is the risk of losing the integrity 
of the message. One version of this is the risk of 
overly focusing on climate co-risks or co-benefits, 
where the climate crisis gets pushed totally out of 
the picture:  
 
 

òBut yes, I do think it is a problem, in the 
sense that groups are consciously not talking 
about climate change because they feel itõs not 
going to get their message across, and when 
the whole movement does that it becomes a 
vicious circle.ó  

-     Gareth Hughes  

 
 
 
 
  

Peopleõs Climate March, Auckland, 28 November, 2015. 
Photo: 350 Aotearoa 
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We can also consider more broadly the risk of 
losing the integrity of the message:  
 
 

ò[I]tõs not useful to òmeet people where they 
areó if that place is destructiveó.  
 

-  Anat Shenker-Osorio  

communications researcher 12  
 

 
In the literature, a number of writers promote the 
use of òideologically friendly framesó13 in climate 
communication, making the case that 
communicators should not challenge òthe sense 
of self and basic worldviewsó of audiences14. This 
is somewhat problematic, however. Insofar as the 

worldviews and values of ôthe 1%õ and the global 
middle class are what have caused the climate 
crisis in the first place, a clear case can be made 
that these worldviews and values need to be 
challenged. Similar thoughts can also be found in 
the literature. Andreas Ytterstad suggests that òIt 
is important to frame solutions to climate change, 
but this must be thought of in relation to the 
objective situation we are in, not primarily what 
we believe will resonate with public opinionó.15 
Stephan Lewandowsky suggests that polarisation 
may in fact be unavoidable, and that, rather than 
ònuanced cognition about whether polar bears are 
a good icon for climate ôcommunicationõ ó, what 
may be more needed is, in his words, òdeep 
courageó.16 

 

 
 

 
 
 

© Union of Concerned Scientists/Justin Bilicki 
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Emotions and empowerment 
 
 

òHow do we ignite the intensity of feeling around climate change? Because the numbers are on our 
side, the majority of people are concerned, but theyõre not intensely concerned enough that theyõll 
put aside their plans and go to a march.ó  

-     Paul Young 

 
 

I turn now to the question of emotions and 
empowerment, and how these interact with the 
balance and risks I have been describing. Climate 
communicators must strike a balance between 
eliciting fear and promoting hope, and between 
the need to make an emotional impact and the 
need to avoid overwhelming people with the 
emotional weight of the climate crisis.  

 
Paul Youngõs comment, above, alludes to the 
need to make an emotional impact. As Nicole 
Masters stated: òItõs that impact that will change 
their practices.ó  
 
In balance with this, however, we can consider 
the following comment from Jeanette Fitzsimons:  
 
 

òI think the biggest reason why people turn 
off and donõt engage is that itõs just too big. 
Once you take it seriously, itõs overwhelming.ó  
 

-     Jeanette Fitzsimons  
 

 
The need for balance is reflected in this next 
quotation from Mike Smith:  
 
 

òYouõve got to have a balance between the 
fear element of it, and the hope for the future. 
So itõs important to raise the spectre, as a 
motivating [force], and as a reality check: 
Youõve got to get real about this, itõs serious, 
itõs imminent, and itõs almost guaranteed, so 
weõve got to get our heads round that. But 
secondly weõve got to have some hope for 
survival, otherwise people will just give up.ó  
 

-     Mike Smith  

I think it is important to note that fear and hope 
are not presented as opposites here, as they often 
are in the both the academic and the NGO 
literature. Instead, we have a more nuanced 
picture of emotional experience, with the 
possibility of fear and hope being held and 
experienced together.  
 
Participants spoke about the different ways they 
would approach this balance of fear and hope in 
different situations. Jeanette Fitzsimons described 
how she might speak with someone who was 
òpretty indifferentó:  
 
 

òWell youõd have to talk about the nature of 
the problem. Youõd have to talk about ôWell 
warming is already starting to change rainfall 
patterns and wind patterns, and we are going 
to get more extreme storms and events and so 
forth, therefore we canõt afford to burn all the 
fuels that weõve gotõ. I might not say to those 
people: ô80% of all fossil fuels has got to stay 
in the groundõé ôWeõre not going to have cars 
in the futureõé ôThere are going to be tens of 
millions of climate refugees and New 
Zealandõs going to be overrun by them, 
because itõs one of the few safer placesõé 
ôOur farmland is going to be absolutely 
decimated by weather changesõé And I 
wouldnõt say ôOh things might get a little bit 
drierõ either. Iõd say ôWeõre going to have some 
pretty severe droughts, and in a way theyõve 
already startedõ. But I wouldnõt lead them 
through to the frightening logical conclusion 
of all this, not just yet.ó  

-     Jeanette Fitzsimons  
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In contrast with this, research participants also 
offered examples of strong statements that they 
said they do choose to make. Again from Jeanette 
Fitzsimons: òI have said thaté certain behaviours 
of certain corporations are destroying my 
grandchildrenõs future, which isé a pretty big 
thing to sayó.  
 
 

òWeõre either going to do something that 
makes a difference, in terms of avoiding 
tipping points, or weõre not. Thereõs no such 
thing as half doing itó.  

                                        -     Gary Cranston  
 

 
As quoted here, Gary Cranston spoke about 
tipping points, and about how important it is that 
this aspect of the climate challenge isnõt ignored in 
our communication efforts. Mike Smith described 
how he will speak with audiences about a number 
of high-end climate impacts, including the 
potential consequences of a 3.3 metre sea level 
rise by 2050 (drawing on work by climate scientist 
James Hansen), with multi-metre storm surges on 
top of that. Research participants also spoke 
about how the climate crisis brings risks of both 
increased conflict and increased injustice. 
 
In conjunction with this, research participants also 
spoke about how giving voice to real solutions is 
itself part of the solution, and is a way of 
promoting hope and empowerment.  
 
 

ò[If you donõt] leave them with whatõs 
possible, youõd just have some depressed 
people whoõd continue doing what theyõre 
doing.ó 

-     Nicole Masters 
 

 
Gary Cranston spoke of the Beautiful Solutions 
Aotearoa project (www.beautifulsolutions.org.nz) 
which is compiling climate solutions from around 
the country. 
 
Robina McCurdy also spoke about her 
documentary film work with the Localising Food 
Project (www.localisingfood.com): 
 
 

òI wanted to make these initiatives known 
from one area to anotheré so people could 
know... whatõs possible.ó  

-     Robina McCurdy  
 
 

òAs oneõs awareness and understanding of 
examples and forms of political success grow, 
so too does oneõs capacity not only to resist 
cynicism in oneself but also to intervene and 
disrupt its hegemonic presence in everyday 
political discourseó. 
 

-     Kathleen Cross and colleagues  
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
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Section summary 
 
This draws to a close the first broad theme in my 
research: the balance of climate communication. 
As described throughout this section, a core 
dynamic in climate communication is the balance 
between, on the one hand, speaking faithfully to 
the facts of the climate crisis and to what makes 
climate action meaningful to climate 
communicators personally, and on the other, 
speaking in a way that is meaningful to those 
being communicated with, and thereby ômeeting 
them where they are atõ. 

 

If climate communicators are able to strike the 
right balance in this, they will empower people, 
thereby inspiring behavioural change and political 
engagement. If the right balance is not struck, 
however, communication efforts risk not 
connecting with people, emotionally 
overwhelming them with the weight of the 
climate crisis, or overly diluting the message and 
losing its integrity, leading to no effect, or to a 
negative effect. Given the urgency of responding 
to the climate crisis, getting this balance right is 
essential. 

http://www.beautifulsolutions.org.nz/
http://www.localisingfood.com/
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Moral and cultural framing 
 
 
 

òIn history, all successful campaigns have appealed to peopleõs hearts, have been morally based, and 
have really played on values. With climate change, weõre not speaking to specific values, but 
universal values: the planet we live on, which is a universal experienceé itõs future generationsé 
Itõs not hard to speak to a values-based framework when it comes to climate change.ó  
 

-     Gareth Hughes 

 
 
 

In this section, I begin presenting the second core 
theme of the research, as evident in the 
experiences and perspectives shared by research 
participants. As described earlier, morality and 
economics are central to decision-making around 
climate action, and the balance communicators 
strike between ôspeaking their own truthõ and 
ômeeting people where they are atõ can therefore 
be seen in the way communicators balance and 
blend moral and economic framing. 
 
Here, I firstly discuss moral framing. Climate 
movement participants seek to reach peopleõs 
hearts by speaking to their values and morals. 
This includes morality towards both people and 
the environment, manifested through appeals to 
moral values, calls for moral transformation, and 
the use of moral framing in a Mńori cultural 
context.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

òSo I see it as changing the culture around 
fossil fuels, changing whatõs okay and whatõs 
not okay, and getting fossil fuels to a point 
where we see themé on a par with weapons 
and bombs.ó  

-     Niamh OõFlynn  
 

 
Mike Smith (Ngńpuhi, Ngńti Kahu) and Dayle 
Takitimu (Te Whńnau-ń-Apanui, Ngńti Porou) 
spoke in a similar manner to other participants 
about using moral framing; however an additional 
element that magnifies this is the way in which 
using such framing is embedded in the Mńori 
cultural context and thereby reflected in a strong 
sense of identity (in Dayle Takitimuõs words, 
òconnecting right through into the core of who 
we areó). This appears to more deeply enable both 
the use and active reception of such framing, 
thereby potentially allowing it to more 
successfully prompt action, once cultural values 
have been linked with the climate crisis.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 350 Aotearoa Break Free protest, Dunedin, May 2016. 

Photo: 350 Aotearoa 
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òWe were there to warn Statoil shareholders 
that their investments were not secure in 
Aotearoa NZ and that we were mandated by 
our tribes to instruct them to cease their deep 
water oil drilling exploration and leave our 
customary waters.ó  

-     Mike Smith 
 

òI think probably the main thing for us is that 
weõd always anchor it in our worldview, so 
basically right from the beginning, our 
creation stories about Rangi and Papa are 
environmentalist ð basically an environmental 
manual right there!ó  

-     Dayle Takitimu  
 

 
Dayle Takitimu spoke of how, with the Petrobras 
permit for deep sea oil drilling, òI canõt think of 
one single hui we had at home that didnõt start 
with our discussions about Rangi and Papa and 
Pou and Tangaroa and our connection to the 
sea.ó You can hear in these comments from Dayle 
Takitimu how much the Mńori cultural context 
was present in Te Whńnau-ń-Apanuiõs climate 
activism.  
 
More generally in terms of moral framing, two 
risks are commonly stated. Firstly, that it will be 
too slow. Tom Crompton notes that this is a 
legitimate concern, but that not prioritising the 
necessary moral transformation may itself òhelp 
defer ambitious action until it becomes ôtoo 
lateõ.ó18 Secondly, moral framing may annoy or 
intimidate people. Interestingly, however, studies 
suggest that òeven individuals who score highly 
on measures of materialismé identify with and 
[are] receptive to messages framed using self-
transcendent values (at least, under certain 
conditions)ó19.

 
 

Economic framing 
 

 

òVirtually all of it has to do with the way we do economics.ó 
 

-     John Peet, speaking of climate change and interrelated issues. 
 

 

 

Changing the political economy requires climate 
movement participants to engage with economics 
as it is currently practised, and to speak in some 
manner to economic elements of the climate 
crisis. Research participants gave a clear sense of 
the centrality of the economic drivers of the 
climate crisis, as well as describing the economic 
case for action, highlighting how the climate crisis 
is also an economic crisis, and speaking of how it 
is cheaper to act earlier. 

 
 
 

òYouõre not going to change the emissions 
levels by just trying to change the emissions 
on their own. Theyõre going to be changed by 
other things, like changes in what, [and] how, 
economic decisions are made.ó 

-     Gary Cranston 

 
  

Sonny Harrison and Mike Smith  
Statoil Headquarters, Norway, June 2015. 

Photo: Mike Smithõs collection. 
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When considering economic framing, it is also 
important to consider economic counter-framing 
ð the ways in which those opposed to climate 
action frame the situation. Several research 
participants suggested that most counter-framing 
is economic in nature. They mentioned a number 
of types of this. ôBenefits of the status quoõ 
framing includes comments around òhow fossil 
fuels have enabled us this standard of livingó. 
ôEnvironment versus the economyõ framing 
includes highlighting the costs of climate action 
(in terms of jobs, money, and standard of living). 
Common versions of this framing include the 
suggestion that climate action will be òa threat to 
schools and hospitalsó, and will mean òliving in 
caves with only candles for lightingó, and òkilling 
all the cowsó. Niamh OõFlynn observed: 
 
 

òI think a lot of people are willing to argue 
that economic argument to the death 
regardless of whatõs factual and whatõs not 
factual.ó  

-     Niamh OõFlynn  
 

 
Turning back now to consideration of economic 
framing in favour of climate action, research 
participants described how economic framing can 
ômeet people where they are atõ because of how 
economics relates to peopleõs wellbeing. They also 
discussed ways in which economics can be 
presented so as to help people connect with these 
ideas, an important example of which is speaking 
to the economic co-benefits of climate action. 
Research participants spoke of the importance of 
speaking about jobs and livelihoods. They also 
described a range of experiences in terms of 
communicating the economic case for action. For 
example, Catherine Cheung spoke about using the 
òdownturnó in dairy and fossil fuels to say: òThis 
is the time to look for optionsó.  
 
While all research participants spoke of the 
importance of economics in relation to the 
climate crisis, participants varied widely in the 
degree to which they gave priority to economic 
framing. 
 
Several research participants described the 
dangers of foregrounding economic framing, 
including the risk of losing the integrity of the 
climate message. For some participants, this 

meant that the balance of moral and economic 
framing was weighted heavily towards moral 
framing. Niamh OõFlynn spoke of ònot letting 
economics play the central role in the discussionó, 
and maintained that the movement needs to do 
more than òjust win those economic argumentsó:  
 
 

òOne of the things that we could do as a 
movement that would make us more powerful 
is stop framing things in their termsé We 
need to change hearts and minds and thatõs 
what weõre good at.ó 

-     Niamh OõFlynn  
 

 
Tom Crompton draws attention to the ways in 
which campaigns which appeal to òimmediate 
personal self-interestó through the use of 
economic framing may be successful within the 
narrow bounds of the campaign, but may 
undermine broader social change efforts.20 
Speaking in similar language to Niamh OõFlynn, 
Crompton also notes that Martin Luther King Jr 
didnõt start his famous speech by saying òI have a 
cost-benefit analysisó: òRather, he drew upon 
peopleõs sense of justice, equality, and empathyó21. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo: 350 Aotearoa 


