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Communicating Biodiversity Communicating Biodiversity 

Making our connection Making our connection 

to Life on Earthto Life on Earth
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Communication to buildCommunication to build……

�� AwarenessAwareness of the topic, the challenge, the of the topic, the challenge, the 
need for responsive action.need for responsive action.

�� KnowledgeKnowledge to better understand and to better understand and 
make good decisionsmake good decisions

�� Concern/Caring Concern/Caring 

�� Motivation to ActMotivation to Act

�� Capability to ActCapability to Act
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And, to Grow WisdomAnd, to Grow Wisdom

�� Context for decisionContext for decision--makingmaking

�� Understanding drivers vs. symptomsUnderstanding drivers vs. symptoms

�� Social, cultural and ethical dimensionsSocial, cultural and ethical dimensions

�� TransTrans--disciplinary and systemsdisciplinary and systems--thinking thinking 
skillsskills

�� Integration of Integration of ““meaning makingmeaning making”” through through 
subjective experiencesubjective experience
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Connecting with the publicConnecting with the public
�� Education that worksEducation that works

�� Strategic Approaches to CommunicationsStrategic Approaches to Communications

--FramesFrames

--ValuesValues

--StoryStory

--Social marketing for behavior changeSocial marketing for behavior change

�� Better messages and tacticsBetter messages and tactics
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EE EffectivenessEE Effectiveness
(NEETF study)(NEETF study)

�� Information and Science Information and Science 
onlyonly

�� Info and science +Info and science +

““ how tohow to ”” knowledgeknowledge

�� Info and science + Info and science + ““ how tohow to ””
knowledge knowledge plus plus ““ hands onhands on ””
experienceexperience

�� Little impact on behavior Little impact on behavior 
and attitudesand attitudes

�� Significant impact on some Significant impact on some 
behavior, not much impact behavior, not much impact 
on attitudeon attitude

�� Deeper learning, more Deeper learning, more 
lasting behavior change lasting behavior change 
more involved behaviors, more involved behaviors, 
reinforced by positive reinforced by positive 
attitudeattitude
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Frames and meaningFrames and meaning

�� People rely on People rely on concepts concepts 
and valuesand values to assign to assign 
meaning.meaning.

�� Understanding is frameUnderstanding is frame--
basedbased, not fact based; a , not fact based; a 
story must first make story must first make 
sense, then the facts are sense, then the facts are 
assimilated.assimilated.

�� Information provides cues Information provides cues 
that that connect to pictures in connect to pictures in 
our mindsour minds..

�� Frames shape Frames shape 
cognition and cognition and 
provide the provide the 
structure of structure of 
discoursediscourse
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The frame that has driven much of our The frame that has driven much of our 
biodiversity communicationsbiodiversity communications
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Values are a key element in framesValues are a key element in frames
�� Values with strong resonance for Values with strong resonance for 

biodiversity:biodiversity:
�� Family and responsibility to family Family and responsibility to family 
�� Future Generations (leaving them a healthy Future Generations (leaving them a healthy 

planet)planet)
�� GodGod’’s Creations Creation

�� Emerging Emerging ““intangiblesintangibles””
�� Sense of Place/Regional IdentifySense of Place/Regional Identify
�� Quality of LifeQuality of Life
�� PragmatismPragmatism
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StoryStory--based Communicationbased Communication

�� Uses classic story telling to provide context and Uses classic story telling to provide context and 
meaning for an issuemeaning for an issue

�� Draws on familiar cultural myths/stories to draw Draws on familiar cultural myths/stories to draw 
parallels to issues of the dayparallels to issues of the day

�� Attempts to develop and grow selfAttempts to develop and grow self--replicating replicating 
cultural meaning/practice, e.g. a cultural meaning/practice, e.g. a ““memememe””

For more information contact smartMeme.comFor more information contact smartMeme.com
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Some archetypal stories that shape Some archetypal stories that shape 
our relationship with natureour relationship with nature

�� NoahNoah’’s Arks Ark

�� Adam and EveAdam and Eve
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Social marketing for behavior Social marketing for behavior 
changechange

�� Identify barriers and how to overcome themIdentify barriers and how to overcome them

�� Obtain commitments (pledges, signatures, etc.)Obtain commitments (pledges, signatures, etc.)

�� Model behaviorModel behavior

�� Provide prompts Provide prompts 

�� Point of experiencePoint of experience

�� Establishing normsEstablishing norms

�� Financial incentives & disincentivesFinancial incentives & disincentives

�� Personalized communicationsPersonalized communications
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Lessons learned that can inform Lessons learned that can inform 
our workour work
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Lessons Learned about Lessons Learned about 
biodiversity framesbiodiversity frames

�� Avoid the Avoid the ““Science boxScience box”” frame where this frame where this 
problem is seen as scientific and technical and problem is seen as scientific and technical and 
thus experts will solve it (Phew!)thus experts will solve it (Phew!)

�� Avoid the Avoid the ““CatastropheCatastrophe”” frame where all is loss frame where all is loss 
and tragedy, thus hopeless and disempowering. and tragedy, thus hopeless and disempowering. 
(I(I’’m outta here.)m outta here.)

�� Avoid reliance on primarily utilitarian frames, e.g. Avoid reliance on primarily utilitarian frames, e.g. 
““nature makes medicinenature makes medicine”” because the research because the research 
shows that values for family, future generations shows that values for family, future generations 
and Godand God’’s creation are more potent for most s creation are more potent for most 
Americans.Americans.
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Fragmented, bad news from people Fragmented, bad news from people 
we donwe don’’t knowt know

�� Biodiversity suffers from episodic Biodiversity suffers from episodic 
communications (an invasive species communications (an invasive species 
here, an extinction there) and needs here, an extinction there) and needs 
thematic approaches to tell the big story thematic approaches to tell the big story 
and big solutionsand big solutions

�� Tone tends to be despairingTone tends to be despairing

�� Messengers and message not top of mind, Messengers and message not top of mind, 
not deeply resonantnot deeply resonant
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News framings havenNews framings haven’’t served t served 
biodiversity very wellbiodiversity very well

�� Crisis du jourCrisis du jour

�� Episodic, Episodic, 
disconnected eventsdisconnected events

�� Reinforce bad news Reinforce bad news 
and hopelessnessand hopelessness

�� Run with wacky Run with wacky 
stories (the kangaroo stories (the kangaroo 
rat example)rat example)

�� Reinforces extremes Reinforces extremes 
(e.g. spotted owl)(e.g. spotted owl)

�� Rarely provide or Rarely provide or 
explain solutionsexplain solutions

�� Can Can disempowerdisempower
victims; privilege the victims; privilege the 
voices of powervoices of power
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Positive FramesPositive Frames……

�� Life on EarthLife on Earth

�� Life itselfLife itself

�� Creation CareCreation Care

�� EarthEarth’’s Life Support Systemss Life Support Systems

�� Maintaining a healthy balance of natureMaintaining a healthy balance of nature
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Our Messages are MuddyOur Messages are Muddy

�� The word itself (Latin, wonky) and The word itself (Latin, wonky) and 
complexity (multiple concepts, issues)complexity (multiple concepts, issues)

�� Precision (gene pools, populations, etc.)Precision (gene pools, populations, etc.)

vs. vs. ““Life itselfLife itself”” (everything and nothing)(everything and nothing)

�� Incremental disparate actions get lost and Incremental disparate actions get lost and 
““the wholethe whole”” doesndoesn’’t get communicatedt get communicated

�� Mushy Mushy ““asksasks”” ––what do we want people to what do we want people to 
do?do?
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ThereforeTherefore……

�� Simplify to core concepts like Simplify to core concepts like ““life on life on 
EarthEarth””

�� Define biodiversity for the context and Define biodiversity for the context and 
settingsetting

�� Describe the big picture and how specific Describe the big picture and how specific 
threats or actions connect. Always circle threats or actions connect. Always circle 
backback

�� Offer core solutions and bridge to specificsOffer core solutions and bridge to specifics
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Other key elementsOther key elements

�� Messengers: must be authentic, credible Messengers: must be authentic, credible 
to the audienceto the audience

�� Images: must reinforce the message Images: must reinforce the message 

�� Language: avoid ecoLanguage: avoid eco--speak, complex speak, complex 
numbers, acronyms, jargon, doom.numbers, acronyms, jargon, doom.

�� Facts: keep them simple and related to Facts: keep them simple and related to 
peoplepeople’’s daily lives and experience. Lead s daily lives and experience. Lead 
with values; follow with factswith values; follow with facts
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Tell StoriesTell Stories

�� We must identify and tell the We must identify and tell the ““big storybig story””

�� Tell stories that connect the dots to everyday Tell stories that connect the dots to everyday 
experiencesexperiences

�� Put a human face on a human storyPut a human face on a human story
�� Real lives saved (drugs, flood protection)Real lives saved (drugs, flood protection)
�� Real action in real communities (rain gardens, habitat Real action in real communities (rain gardens, habitat 

restoration, etc.)restoration, etc.)
�� Generation to generation sharing place, experience, Generation to generation sharing place, experience, 

memory, familymemory, family
�� Heroes, Horror StoriesHeroes, Horror Stories
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Pathways to the PublicPathways to the Public

�� Mediums and channels have gone global (the Mediums and channels have gone global (the 
Web) and microWeb) and micro--targeted (niche markets/data targeted (niche markets/data 
mapping).mapping).

�� News media is still important for agenda setting, News media is still important for agenda setting, 
but fewer people read newspapers every day.but fewer people read newspapers every day.

�� Most people still getting primary news about the Most people still getting primary news about the 
environment from local television news.environment from local television news.

�� Social networks have exploded but biodiversity Social networks have exploded but biodiversity 
outreach/action has just scratched the surface.outreach/action has just scratched the surface.
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Reach people where they areReach people where they are

�� Through what they valueThrough what they value
�� What theyWhat they’’re concerned aboutre concerned about
�� In a context that provides personal meaning In a context that provides personal meaning 

and a logical map for thinking about the topicand a logical map for thinking about the topic
�� In the mediums and the circles of contacts that In the mediums and the circles of contacts that 

they use and trustthey use and trust
�� Give people something positive that they can Give people something positive that they can 

do to make a differencedo to make a difference
�� Make the action easy, authentic, painless and Make the action easy, authentic, painless and 

rewarding: provide feedback when possiblerewarding: provide feedback when possible
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What do effective strategies have What do effective strategies have 
in common?in common?

�� Not single issue; broader strategic goalsNot single issue; broader strategic goals

�� AudienceAudience--basedbased

�� Address both cognitive and affective Address both cognitive and affective 
(thinking and feeling) to create meaning(thinking and feeling) to create meaning

�� Personal context/saliencyPersonal context/saliency

�� Anticipate barriers and address themAnticipate barriers and address them

�� Evaluation and adaptive strategiesEvaluation and adaptive strategies
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Conference Recommendations: Conference Recommendations: 
build our capacity to connectbuild our capacity to connect

�� Organize a new Alliance for Life on Earth to Organize a new Alliance for Life on Earth to 
coordinate and coalesce communications and coordinate and coalesce communications and 
strategies for solutionsstrategies for solutions

�� Ramp up the presence of biodiversity Ramp up the presence of biodiversity 
conversations in social media conversations in social media –– create online create online 
networks and communities and unleash their networks and communities and unleash their 
potentialpotential

�� Pursue creative strategies for sustaining and Pursue creative strategies for sustaining and 
growing environmental investigative journalismgrowing environmental investigative journalism
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Build our Capacity to Educate and Build our Capacity to Educate and 
CommunicateCommunicate

�� Establish a Department of the Oceans at Establish a Department of the Oceans at 
the cabinet level, and develop a marine the cabinet level, and develop a marine 
education programeducation program

�� Conduct a national study of public Conduct a national study of public 
attitudes and knowledge about attitudes and knowledge about 
sustainability, ecosystems and biodiversity sustainability, ecosystems and biodiversity 
to guide new investments in public to guide new investments in public 
communicationscommunications
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Create the context for learning in Create the context for learning in 
the classroom and also in societythe classroom and also in society

�� Create national learning standards for Create national learning standards for 
biodiversity knowledge and practicebiodiversity knowledge and practice

�� Motivate health care providers to provide credits Motivate health care providers to provide credits 
and incentives for time spent with nature and incentives for time spent with nature ––
especially for urban familiesespecially for urban families

�� Establish a Council of Environment Policy and Establish a Council of Environment Policy and 
leading indicators of social and environmental leading indicators of social and environmental 
health (create meaning)health (create meaning)

�� Help establish an international Help establish an international ““greengreen--keepingkeeping””
force to promote stability and reduce force to promote stability and reduce 
ecologically driven conflicts.ecologically driven conflicts.
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Foster our connections with LifeFoster our connections with Life

�� Develop a national Develop a national ““stories of lifestories of life”” project project 
to collect, disseminate and celebrate our to collect, disseminate and celebrate our 
connection to the living world.connection to the living world.

�� Improve public access and visitor Improve public access and visitor 
experiences on public lands to provide low experiences on public lands to provide low 
cost opportunities to connect people with cost opportunities to connect people with 
the natural world.the natural world.


