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» WHAT’S THIS & WHO’S IT FOR?
We’ve put this guide together to share some of our initial messaging learning from
Framing Climate Justice, a participatory cross-movement framing project coordinated
by PIRC, 350.org and NEON seeking to bring justice firmly to the centre of climate
change communications.
During the project we explored different framing and narrative techniques, carried out
communications research, developed new ways of talking about climate justice and tested
them with people across the UK. The research threw up as many questions as it answered,
and so we’ll continue to create, test and learn on the road ahead, and we’ll update this guide
with further messaging recommendations along the way.
This guide is for campaigners, activists, spokespeople, and anyone trying to talk about climate
justice. Although based on research of UK audiences, we hope that parts of the guide will be
useful in communicating with a wide international audience by activists around the world. The
aim is to bring global justice into our understanding and advocacy on climate breakdown.

TOP MESSAGING TIPS

✓

Start local; end global
One of the most important tenets of climate justice is that those who contribute the least to
the climate crisis suffer the brunt of it. But when we talk about our 'responsibility' or 'duty' to
support people in faraway places like Bangladesh or Ethiopia, we risk making people feel
guilty and at the same time priming the fear that we aren't addressing the problems on our
own shores. Instead appeal to solidarity, rather than responsibility. Talk about ‘standing
shoulder to shoulder’ and ‘working together’ internationally.
Our messages should aim to build affinity between the people who are most impacted
around the world and focus on shared humanity. One way of doing this is to begin with
impacts in the UK and showing how these are intimately connected to impacts around the
world - illustrating shared problems and solutions. For instance, start with air pollution in
London and link it to air pollution in Lagos. We can also draw on the pandemic as an example
of a shared crisis that has impacted us all.

EXAMPLES:

✗

Be careful with emergency frames.

✓

Build hope not fear
Most people already think that climate change is an emergency. Research shows that
crisis-only messaging disengages people and fuels fatalism - the belief nothing can change.
This means not overloading our messages with crisis and doom. We know that people are
relatively hopeful about solutions in the longer term. You can call it a crisis or an emergency
but make sure your message also leverages hope and the possibility that things can get

better. We can use responses to the pandemic to show positive examples of human nature,
build hope in community solidarity and international cooperation. Positive, hopeful messages
will motivate people to act.

EXAMPLES:

✓

Make sure affected groups have voice and agency
Make a strong case for groups who are most affected by the climate crisis having a voice in
solutions and decision making. We need to counter the idea that the Global North has all the
solutions. This means steering clear of framing that suggests we intend to extract solutions
from affected communities, or burden them with solving the problem. Talk about principles
like ‘we should all be able to participate in decisions that affect us’, and that ‘we have
something important to learn from people with direct experience of climate change’.
A shared understanding that we should all be able to participate in decisions that affect us
and this gives us the opportunity to refocus who is at the heart of creating solutions. By
listening to those with lived experience of the climate crisis we can redesign our institutions
and economic systems to build solutions that work for everyone.

EXAMPLES:

✓

Talk about redesigning systems as the real solution
It is difficult to talk about systems because they are complex and abstract - metaphors can
help us with this. Use metaphors related to design to show how the problems we face have
been created by humans - and to build the belief that they can be solved by humans. Join the
dots between where we are now and the choices that people in power have made to get us
here. This is especially important for talking about colonialism and capitalism - the idea that
our economy was intentionally built on the extraction of wealth from countries in Africa,
South America and Asia to benefit the few. Stress that it’s the system that is wrong and can be
changed, rather than human nature which people see as more fixed.
From focus groups, we found that the public already thinks that consumerism is part of the
problem. You can use concepts like consumerism to explain economic design and exploitative
‘design patterns’ that bring exploitation and extractive colonialism into the picture. For
instance, we have cheap clothing on our high streets that relies on exploitative labour in
Bangladesh (See more in Core Message below).

EXAMPLE:

☆ CORE MESSAGE
Value
Most of us care about the climate crisis, and want people around the world to work together
to find solutions.

Problem
But right now, our economy is designed to help corporations and the wealthy few make huge
profits from fuels that cause climate breakdown, pollute our air and damage our
communities. In the clothing industry, for example, we see big bosses making huge profits off
the back of people in Bangladesh or Ethiopia who are being paid low wages for the clothes on
our high streets.

Impact
Climate change affects all of us, but not evenly. Those who have contributed the least to the
crisis are already paying the highest price: Communities in London living close to City Airport,
coastal villages in Norfolk whose sea-defences are eroding faster than ever, and people living
by the Niger Delta where rivers have been blackened by oil spillage from big companies.
These communities are bearing the brunt of climate breakdown right now. And if we look
across the world, all too often this means the poorest people and communities of colour.

Solution
By joining together, we can build solutions that work for everyone. The more we stand
together, the more we build resources and power and the less we allow a small few to profit
from exploitation. As a first step, this could look like countries undertaking internal
assessments to understand the ways in which climate change disproportionately impacts

groups - and using these insights to get communities on the frontline of climate change to
take a lead in the response1. Solutions that serve everyone, especially those most affected by
climate change, will involve us working together across the board: in workplaces,
communities, schools, hospitals and beyond borders.

☘ METAPHORS
Health
Work done by OnRoad Media2 shows that connecting human health to the planet’s health
raises concern and support for policy change to tackle the climate crisis. This works in two
ways: It can remind people how the climate and our natural surroundings matters for our
health; and it also helps people understand how climate change is affecting the planet - and
how we can ‘heal’ it.
Words like hurting, injuring, inflicting, wounding and infecting convey the active and real
nature of the damage being done to the planet.
Talking about healing, reviving, treating and curing conveys a sense of intentionality and
efficacy when talking about solutions.

Design
We want the general public to believe that the economy is a product of design which has
created inequality and concentrated power, and that change is possible to build a more
democratic and sustainable economy. 3
Show how we can redesign our industries, economy and democracy if we choose to, to create
a much-needed feeling of agency and possibility. This is to counteract the fatalism many
people have about society just being ‘the way it is’, or inevitably unfair and unjust.
Words like choosing, designing, shaping, creating, steering, programming, building can be
used to convey the active aspects of how our current system is run by bad design principles,
and also how it can be transformed.

1

Link
Link
3
Link
2

✓ WORDS THAT WORK
✓ Do say

✗ Don’t say

Putting equality and justice at the heart of
any attempt to tackle climate change.

Climate Justice.

Re-designing our economy with
[example: concrete policy changes].
[This helps people see that we are where we are
because of decisions and not by accident or
naturally. And this will help them believe that
change is possible, especially with concrete
examples.]

Radically transforming our economy.
[Using words like ‘radical transformation’ can
make audiences think the change is huge and
impossible. And the word ‘radical’ for the general
public can feel activist-y and alienating.]

Black and brown people are amongst the
most impacted by climate breakdown
around the world. The UK economy has a
historical legacy of colonialism and Empire
and continues to exploit the labour of black
and brown people around the world. This
needs to be considered in any conversation
about climate action.

The climate crisis is a racist crisis.
[Our research showed that when white british
people feel like they are being called a racist they
shut down, feel personally ashamed and guilty.
So if you choose to engage with them, when you
call the climate crisis a racist crisis, make sure
you add context to spell out how things were
designed to be this way based on systems of
oppression.]

Countries that have been colonised are
least responsible for polluting gases. They
experience the worst impacts of climate
breakdown like floods, storms, droughts
and more, and also face local destruction
from oil corporations and gold and diamond
companies.

Climate colonialism.
[Even though this is what is happening, we need
to spell out what this means. A lot of people won’t
understand the concept of climate colonialism
unless they work on it.]

We all...
Everyone..
Most of us…
Many of us…
[Avoid starting your messaging with this
altogether; it can be useful for technical interviews
where you are asked about statistics but generally
steer away from this. Instead use universalising
statements that make it clear climate change is of
shared concern.]

As a climate activist…
As a climate justice campaigner...
As someone who has been working on this for
many years…

Countries in Africa, South America, etc.
[Be specific when possible, it’s important to not
generalise the experiences of different countries.
But it will also help paint the picture of what’s
really happening.]

Global South.
[This erases the different situations of different
countries/regions, also the term isn’t common
with an average person.]

Global Climate talks in the UK later this
year.

COP.
[This is jargon that only people working in the
movement will understand.]

Polluting gases.

Greenhouse gas emissions.
[People might not know what these emissions are
and that they are harmful.]

In this country / the UK.
Local.
[Clearer to spell out what you mean by domestic,
especially if your audience is international.]

Domestic.

The changes we need to make.

Adaptation.
[This is a technical term that most people won’t
know without explanation.]

Black and brown communities,
Working class people,
The poorest people around the world.
[Name the people, families and neighbourhoods
that are experiencing this the most.]

Impacted communities.
[It’s so important when talking about climate
justice to name the people who are bearing the
brunt of the crisis.]

We have an opportunity to change course.
Tackling climate change provides an
opportunity to create secure jobs that are
also good for the planet.

Just transition.
[On first read, this isn’t easy to understand, it’s
quite a complicated theory so it is always best to
spell it out.]

✓ STATS THAT TELL A STORY
Statistics aren't 'the story', and we should instead lead our messages with values like solidarity and
self-determination. But it can be useful to have the facts up our sleeves if we need them, and particularly
when responding to the specific attacks in the section below

➔ An Imperial College study has found big differences in air pollution across communities in
England, with deprived and ethnic minority areas the worst affected. The worst air pollution
levels were seen in neighbourhoods with predominantly people of colour. Imperial College
London
➔ Between 1850 and 2002, countries in the Global North emitted at least three times as many
polluting gasses as countries in the Global South, where approximately 85% of the global
population lives. Commonwealth
➔ Every year, the average person in the US, Canada, and Australia continues to emit roughly fifty
times more CO2 than someone in Mozambique, Common Wealth. And in 2015 it was
recorded that the US emits more than double the amount of CO2 per capita than China, and
15 times more than India. Vox
➔ The average person in Britain emits more carbon in the first two weeks of a year than the
average person does in a whole year in Rwanda, Malawi, Ethiopia, Uganda, Madagascar,
Guinea and Burkina Faso. In fact, the average Brit emits more in those two weeks than one
person from each of those countries combined! Oxfam
➔ While the world’s richest 10% cause 52% of polluting gases, they also extract over half the
world’s income. The world’s poorest 50% contribute towards about 7% of the problem, and
survive on a similar proportion of global income. Oxfam

✂ COMMON ATTACKS
When we face attacks we should be careful not to repeat phrasing that we don't agree with, even
to dispute it. When we are in 'debunking myths' mode we can end up reinforcing these myths.
Instead, we should always respond with what we positively want to say - our central messages,
with the values, metaphors, examples and facts that support them.

But what has racism got to do with climate change?
It's not a coincidence that the people who are facing the worst of the climate crisis are more
likely to be black, brown and poor. Not only this, but they've also contributed the least to
causing the problem. For example, over the last century, countries in Europe and North
America produced three times as many polluting gasses as countries in Africa, South America
and Asia, where most of the global population also lives.

We can’t spend time dwelling on the past, we have to move on.
But we can’t deny or try to erase our past either. As people, we all use our past to make sense
of where we are today. We need to consider the wealth from the slave trade and Empire when
we make sense of the UK economy today and move forward. Currently, by not facing up to
the past we are at risk of making historical wrongs worse through our response to the climate
crisis. There is no reason this has to be the case. We can face up to climate change in a way
that makes the world a better place and learns from the past rather than repeats its mistakes.

What do we do about China and India who are big polluters and don’t seem to be
taking steps to prevent climate change?
We need a solution that centres a fair share, this means that every country pays for their
contribution to climate breakdown. So the UK will pay their share for historic and current
emissions, and so will everyone else. This means that countries and people who have
contributed the least will no longer be burdened with paying the highest price for the crisis
but will have a seat at the table when it comes to decision making.

Campaigning for a just transition is only slowing down climate action.
We have all the technology we need to address poverty and climate breakdown through
redesigning how things work. We can invest in community powered renewable energy, better
and greener housing, green jobs, better public transport for cleaner air, and locally sourced
food. Given that the wealthy overwhelmingly contribute to the climate crisis, this is the only
solution that addresses the roots, ensures we work together and makes sure those who are
worst affected are lifted out of the crisis fairly.

☁ HOW THE PUBLIC THINK ABOUT CLIMATE JUSTICE
Headlines on public opinion from our research, taken alongside the results of Britain Talks Climate.
1.

People generally understand that climate change is a big, complex & urgent problem.
People know that climate change is happening and that we need to act now with solutions
that match the scale of the crisis. There is little to no scepticism about climate change and
people are already with us on it. Our findings are backed up by Britain Talks Climate, which
found that Britons know climate change is real and that humans are causing it. None of their
seven segments are defined by strong, ideological scepticism towards climate change. Indeed,
climate change emerged from this research as an issue that is seen as a concern for
‘everybody’—not just white, middle class or left wing people.4

2.

But for many, climate change ‘happened by accident’—and colonialism and racism
are not in the picture at all.
A key communication challenge for climate justice is the widely held belief that climate change
4
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is an unfortunate side-effect of economic development. Generally, people do not have a sense
of historical responsibility for the widespread and intentional social and environmental
exploitation that drove the climate crisis. So we have a lot of work to do in joining the dots
and presenting how we got here. Historical empires and colonialism are just not in the same
frame as climate change, and people struggle to grapple with the connection when it’s
introduced. There is some understanding of current exploitation in the Global South in
relation to industry but people do not link this to a legacy of colonialism. When judging the
impact of different systems on climate change, people are more likely to blame capitalism
than colonialism. Britain Talks Climate echoes this; their findings show very low understanding
of the relationship between climate change and race and the majority see the impact of
climate change as the same for everyone regardless of race.5 And only a small segment of the
public think that they should acknowledge the past and Empire.6
3.

People locate responsibility firmly with the bigger powers but also place blame on
“developing countries”.
People tend to locate responsibility for addressing climate change at the international and/or
national level rather than the local/personal level. When talking about climate action, people
believe it is the duty of the government to act for the common good but at the same time
doubt that our government is capable of doing what needs to be done. Britain Talks Climate
found that there is low trust in parliament7, and the UK is not seen as particularly influential in
the climate crisis. People see “developing countries” or the “third world”, China and India in
particular, as being the problem.

4.

People are fatalistic about being able to tackle climate change as fast as needed.
Fatalism is high. People know we need to act now, and that the status quo isn’t working, but
there is a general doubt that we will meet the climate crisis at the speed we need to. Across all
segments of people surveys in Britain Talk Climate, political optimism is low and this correlates
with low levels of political engagement such as local elections.8 People also strongly believe
that humans are fundamentally greedy, selfish and ignorant, and that these traits have driven
and will continue to drive climate change.

5.

Solutions must come from the most impacted in solutions and decision making.
People understand that the scale of climate change requires action at every level. While many
want scientists and experts to play a larger role in developing solutions, people also think
that everyone, including frontline and indigenous communities, have a role to play in
developing solutions.
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# Resources
#

Framing Climate Justice

#

Britain Talks Climate

#

Climate Stories that Work - On Road Media

#

Towards Reparative Climate Justice: From Crises to Liberations - Common Wealth

