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The Evidence 
The Playbook for Building a Social Mandate distills the 
results from a national survey of 6,142 Canadians with 
a large sub-sample of working class"conducted in 
November 2023 by Dr. Erick Lachapelle and Dr. Marjolaine 
Martel-Morin on behalf of EcoAnalytics Research. The 
survey findings and guidance were then explored in 
13 focus groups commissioned by Re.Climate. Focus 
group participants responded to a series of common 
narratives and images, as well as specific messages 
proposed by EcoAnalytics, Potential Energy, Yale 
Climate Connections, and Canadian non-government 
organizations, including the Canadian Association of 
Physicians for the Environment (CAPE). 

About Re.Climate
Re.Climate is Canada’s go-to centre for training, research, 
and strategy on climate change communications and 
public engagement. Based at Carleton University, we 
provide strategic services to help practitioners reach new 
audiences, overcome polarization, communicate urgency, 
and motivate change.

About EcoAnalytics Research
The EcoAnalytics Research Initiative (EcoAnalytics), 
a project on the shared platform of Makeway, provides 
comprehensive opinion research on Canada’s 
environment that informs public debate, advances 
environmental protection, and strengthens Canada’s 
environmental movement.
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BACKGROUND: BUILDING 
A SOCIAL MANDATE FOR 

CLIMATE ACTION
The Five Canadas

 Segments ranked on social and political values

Segments ranked on climate change concern

Source :Lachapelle, E., Martel-Morin, M., & EcoAnalytics Research Initiative. (2024).CA-MAP National Segmentation Survey. 
EcoAnalytics. https://ecoanalyticscanada.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/CA-MAP-National-deck-Jan-2024-�nal.pptx.pdf

More progressive social 
& political values

More conservative 
social & political values

PROGRESSIVE 
ACTIVISTS

CENTRIST 
LIBERALS

DISENGAGED 
MIDDLE

CIVIC
NATIONALS

FOSSIL FUEL
CONSERVATIVES

Most concerned about 
climate change

Least concerned about 
climate change

PROGRESSIVE 
ACTIVISTS

(15% of pop.)

CIVIC 
NATIONALS

(21% of pop.)

CENTRIST 
LIBERALS

(20% of pop.)

DISENGAGED 
MIDDLE

(30% of pop.)

FOSSIL FUEL 
CONSERVATIVES

(14% of pop.)

 You can review all the results in Building a Social Mandate for Climate Action: Technical Report. For 
an overview of the segments, see The Five Canadas: Audience Segments to Build a Social Mandate for 
Climate Action.

https://reclimate.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Re.Climate-Technical-Report-Social-Mandate-2024.pdf
https://reclimate.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Re.Climate-Segments-The-Five-Canadas-2024.pdf
https://reclimate.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Re.Climate-Segments-The-Five-Canadas-2024.pdf
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From Majority to Mandate 
A large majority of Canadians are concerned about climate change and want our governments to take action, but few are 
engaged enough to demand action or talk to each or decision-makers about their concerns. We need to mobilize those few 
who are engaged and to engage other Canadians who are concerned but not engaged. 

The two most engaged segments on climate change (Progressive activists and Civic nationals) understand the dangers 
much more acutely than other segments. Progressive activists are the most concerned about climate change (92% 
“very concerned”) followed by Civic nationals (66% “very concerned”). Other segments indicate being far less “very 
concerned”: Centrist liberals (21%) and Disengaged middle (8%).

A core challenge for communicators is engaging Canadians beyond the Progressive activists, who make up about 15 per 
cent of the public. A social mandate for climate action would include accessible audiences: 

Progressive activists 
	h Ready to be mobilized: 21% “definitely” and 52% would “probably” join a campaign1

	h 34% “often” speak to family and friends about climate change 

Centrist liberals  
	h Many are open to being mobilized: 30%  “probably” would join a campaign 

	h 5% “often” speak to family and friends about climate change

Civic nationals
	h Open to be mobilized: 41% “probably” would join a campaign

	h 22% “often” speak to family and friends about climate change 

Disengaged middle
	h Some are open to being mobilized: 20% “probably” would join a campaign 

	h 3% “often” speak to family and friends about climate change

Communicators and campaigners need to mobilize the engageable, and to encourage Canadians to talk to their families 
and friends about climate change.Talking to each other about our climate change concerns builds the social norm that 
caring about solving climate change is what we expect each other to do. Approaches, as we will see, vary by segment, but 
the broad goals remain the same: engage and talk.

1	 Survey question: “Would you be willing or unwilling to join a campaign urging your provincial government to do more about climate change?”
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Messages can also provoke negative reactions when 
they feel manipulative, coercive, or direct people to 
have certain values or attitudes. These negative effects 
undermine our efforts to engage, can lower support for 
policy, and can even cause attitudes and behaviours 
opposite to what was intended (i.e. backlash). 

Communicators can minimize negative reactions by:

1.	 Focusing on big polluters and regulations so industries 
all do their fair share.

2.	 Using non-coercive language when addressing 
solutions that impact individuals. 

Counterproductive reactions
To build a social mandate for climate action, we need messaging and imagery that avoids counter-productive reactions. 
In psychological terms, threats to our identity or independence trigger what’s called “reactance2”. It was a common 
reaction across focus groups to messaging urging the uptake of heat pumps and electric vehicles.

MESSAGES TESTED IN FOCUS GROUPS

Less effective: causes reactance More effective

“If you don’t add insulation, efficient windows, 
and a cold-climate heat pump to your home or buy 
a plug-in hybrid or electric vehicle the next time you 
are in the market, you risk losing out on hundreds 
of dollars of savings a month.”

“If you add insulation, efficient windows, and a 
cold-climate heat pump to your home, or buy a 
plug-in hybrid or electric vehicle the next time 
you are in the market, you could pocket 
hundreds of dollars of savings a month.”

“...It’s criticizing those who may 
not even have the option to make 
a change. Like if you could only 
afford that one car you have and 
now you ask [me] to buy a new 
car… You know, it seems like a 
bad look.” 

—Civic national, Alberta, March 2024

2   Bilfinger, L., Brummernhenrich, B., & Jucks, R. (2023). Is it Up to Me or Them? Insights from an Experimental Study on Psychological Reactance 
Towards Climate Change Mitigation Appeals. Environmental Communication, 18(4), 418–434. https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2023.2296844

https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2023.2296844
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Summary
We can build a broad social mandate for climate action by engaging Canadians across more segments of the population. 
Communicators face the challenge of communicating to progressive audiences and segments with more socially and 
politically conservative values, without generating negative reactions.

	h Most climate communication is oriented toward one segment of the population: Progressive activists (15% of 
Canadians). This segment needs to be mobilized.

	h A social mandate for climate action requires the engagement of other segments, notably Civic nationals (21% of the 
population: very concerned about climate change, more conservatively oriented than Progressive activists). Civic 
nationals are community-focused, and nature-connected, enjoy fishing, hiking, camping, and other outdoor activities. 
They are concerned about climate change impacts. An entry to engagement through climate impacts and preparedness 
is a good first step.

	h The mandate for climate action stumbles over proposed solutions. More attention to how we communicate about 
solutions is required if we are to build a social mandate for climate action.

Key obstacles to overcome:
	h Solutions-skepticism: Climate communication about ways to lower greenhouse gas emissions (e.g., heat pumps, 

electric vehicles, renewable energy) can generate negative reactions among Canadians in key population segments. 

	h Unfair: Solutions-focused communication needs to overcome the perception that climate action is unfair to 
individuals and households.

	h No impact: Canadians think we are a small polluter, and our actions have little impact in slowing climate change.
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We can overcome skepticism, unfairness perceptions, and the belief Canada’s actions have no impact through narratives 
highlighting the need to hold polluters accountable through regulation (e.g., focus more on large polluters and not 
only on households and individual action). We can highlight Canada’s place in the world as a significant polluter and 
important actor. We can highlight that we are all in this together. While further testing and refinement are required, 
these two narratives show promise concerning overcoming barriers identified in March 2024 focus groups.

Holding big polluters accountable through regulation 
Holding polluters accountable is an effective message across focus group segments because it: 

	� Gets at the primary cause of climate change: burning fossil fuels 

	� Orients towards corporations and systemic action: government regulation

	� Focuses on accountability, rather than finger-pointing. “All industries have to do their fair share”

NARRATIVE TESTED IN FOCUS GROUPS—ADAPT AND TEST FURTHER:

“Hold polluters accountable”

“Climate change is having a devastating impact on our planet and on communities across the globe,  
including ours.

More of us are experiencing water shortages, days so hot we can’t go outside, and higher food and air 
conditioning bills. Forest fires pollute the air we breathe.

We’ve been emitting heat-trapping carbon pollution for decades.

According to Government of Canada data, between 1990 and 2021, the increase in total greenhouse gas 
emissions in Canada was mostly due to an 88% increase in emissions from the oil and gas sector and a 
27% increase from the transport sector.

The logic is simple. We shouldn’t let companies profit from putting our future in jeopardy. It’s only fair that 
companies are held accountable through regulations to cap oil and gas pollution and to make auto 
manufacturers produce less polluting vehicles for Canadians.”

COMMUNICATING TO 
BUILD A SOCIAL MANDATE 

FOR CLIMATE ACTION

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/greenhouse-gas-emissions.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/greenhouse-gas-emissions.html
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Canadians are largely unaware of the outsized contribution of burning fossil fuels to unbalancing the climate and 
creating unsafe weather. 

Sectors like electricity have dropped their emissions significantly, but others—like oil and gas production and 
transportation—make up over half of Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions and are churning out more fossil fuel pollution 
every year.3 

Consider focusing on large corporate polluters, like car manufacturers and the fossil fuel industry to avoid negative 
reactions like “finger pointing”, which was a common reaction to targeting only the oil and gas sector in focus groups. Use 
an accountability frame—join millions of Canadians demanding regulations to make sure every sector does its fair share. 

Canada in the world
Canadians understand that our country has a small population and can’t stop climate change alone. There is also 
a strong perception that Canada is a small player when it comes to fossil fuel pollution and that our contribution is 
insignificant. These perceptions are an inaccurate reflection of Canada’s contribution to global emissions and the fact 
that every tonne we reduce matters to global heating. These obstacles were raised consistently in March 2024 focus 
groups. Communicators need to acknowledge this truth about Canada’s contribution to climate change and address 
Canada’s role in the world, especially relative to countries like the United States and China. 

	h Climate change is a big global problem but every tonne of fossil fuel pollution matters4 and Canada is one of the 
world’s top 10 climate polluters. 5 

	h Other G7 countries, including the United States, have cut their emissions significantly, but Canada is lagging behind. 

	h We need to keep up with record-setting investments in renewable energy in countries like the United States and 
China, so the whole world takes action. 

3	 Environment and Climate Change Canada (2024, May 2). Greenhouse gas sources and sinks in Canada: executive summary 2024. https://www.
canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/greenhouse-gas-emissions/sources-sinks-executive-summary-2024.html 

4	 Freedman, A. (2024, August 15). Global warming slowdown projected, with caveats. Axios. https://www.axios.com/2024/08/15/global-warming-
rates-slowing-study

5	 Environment and Climate Change Canada (2024, September 3). Global greenhouse gas emissions. https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-
climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions.html

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://www.axios.com/2024/08/15/global-warming-rates-slowing-study
https://www.axios.com/2024/08/15/global-warming-rates-slowing-study
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions.html
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
COMMUNICATORS

IF YOU USE, OR HEAR, THESE PHRASES… CONSIDER…

“Tackling climate change” “Regulating big corporate polluters”

“Extreme weather” “These extreme heat waves/wildfires are not natural.”6  

“Emissions” “Fossil fuel pollution”

“Reducing emissions”
“Climate change will keep getting worse until we 
eliminate fossil fuel pollution, from  oil, gas, and coal”

“The future”
“Climate change is hurting us now. Hurting the people 
and places we love.”

“Canada is a small player”
“Climate change is a big global problem but every tonne 
of fossil fuel pollution matters and Canada is one of the 
world’s top 10 climate polluters.”

“We need action”
“Join with millions of Canadians who want our 
governments to hold big polluters accountable.”

Messengers matter
Communicators play a crucial role in interpreting extreme weather events for the public: identifying them as driven by 
climate change, and caused by fossil fuel pollution.

Amplify the messages of scientists, doctors, and affected people.

	h Important: People trust “scientists” but they’re often thinking about frontline experts, not necessarily climate 
scientists. This includes experts like fire fighters, doctors, paramedics, and nurses.

Friends and family are critical to establishing social norms and as sources of information. 

	h People who hear others talking about climate change at least once per month “have higher levels of perceived 
collective political efficacy”. 7

6	 Marshall J., & Lu, J. (2024, June 17). “Unnatural disasters.” Owning the moment when extreme weather strikes. Potential Energy. https://
potentialenergycoalition.org/newsletter/unnatural-disasters-owning-the-moment-when-extreme-weather-strikes/ 

7	 Leiserowitz, A., Maibach, E., Rosenthal, S. & Kotcher, J. (2024). Climate Change in the American Mind: Beliefs & Attitudes, Spring 2024. Yale 
Program on Climate Change Communication. https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-
beliefs-attitudes-spring-2024/

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions.html
https://potentialenergycoalition.org/newsletter/unnatural-disasters-owning-the-moment-when-extreme-weather-strikes/
https://potentialenergycoalition.org/newsletter/unnatural-disasters-owning-the-moment-when-extreme-weather-strikes/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-spring-2024/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-spring-2024/
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Solutions that work
The mandate for action doesn’t usually break down over climate concerns — it stumbles over solutions. Messaging about 
solutions often generates negative reactions. Once a negative reaction is triggered, even Canadians who want more 
climate action view proposed solutions as “not realistic” or bad for the environment. 

Join with millions of Canadians
There is a large “perception gap”—Canadians wildly 
underestimate how many people share their concerns and 
climate action is not perceived as a social norm. 

Communicators can validate the desire for action and 
counter the feeling of isolation: “Join over 25 million 
Canadians who want immediate action”.

	h Use “millions” or “over 25 million” instead of a 
percentage to reinforce the social norm for action. 

	h Over 25 million = 63 per cent of Canadians who think 
climate change is a crisis requiring immediate action. Source: Angus Reid Institute, 2023.)

Talking carbon tax: there is no winning 
When the focus shifts away from regulating big polluters onto individual citizens, the debate is primed for backlash. 

At this point, communicators are advised to refocus the public debate as much as possible on the costs of climate change 
on food, the impacts on people and places we love, and forcing critics to describe their plans to regulate big polluters. 
Avoid open-ended questions (“what would you do instead?”) and keep the focus on how to cut fossil fuel pollution.

EcoAnalytics found in its research that when it comes to justifying carbon pricing, no messages were very compelling. 
The most compelling messages among the key population segments are:

	h Boosting clean energy: "Pricing pollution spurs innovation in clean technology."

	h Fairness: "It's fair because those who pollute pay more."

Green populism
Populism, the political ideology pitting ordinary people 
against elites, is on the rise globally. “Green populism” 
may be an avenue for climate communicators, but requires 
more research.

Emphasizing taxing big polluting companies produced 
better results at a surface level. But while Canadians 
understand the distorting power of corporate lobbying, 
participants felt that any additional taxation would be 
passed on to them.

“That requires democratic 
process where people vote for a 
government that will in fact hold 
these polluters to account.” 

—Progressive activist, Alberta, March 2024

MOST COMPELLING MESSAGE: “Canada’s 
biggest polluters use their lobbying 
power to get deals that leave more than 
80% of their greenhouse gas emissions 
exempt from the carbon tax, while 
regular people foot 100% of the bill for 
their emissions. Common sense fair play 
means polluters should pay.” 

https://angusreid.org/canada-culture-wars-climate-change-environmentalism-capitalism-rich-poor/#:~:text=A%20majority%20also%20say%20that,turn%20things%20around%20(10%25).
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The most compelling green populist message across the population segments centred on fairness in carbon pricing. 
But note the message is less effective than regulating polluters and undermines existing policies on pollution pricing.

Recommendation: Focus more on regulating big polluters and conduct more research on green populist narratives.

Increasing engagement of audience segments
Audiences become more engaged if communication meets them where they are, fulfills their needs for information and 
support—and speaks in plain language. 

The table on page 12 suggests opportunities to engage segments based on their level of engagement and strength of 
environmental identity. Progressive activists, for example, are ready for engagement that sustains their environmental 
identity and intrinsic motivation. Overemphasizing money and rewards with this group can undermine their intrinsic 
motivation. These Canadians want to hear more about climate progress and holding polluters accountable. They also 
want to hear about how climate action contributes to a more progressive and fair world. Give this segment opportunities 
to learn and take action, recognize that they feel pleasure in protecting the environment, and emphasize the fun and joy of 
an activity. Nurture feelings of belonging to a community that cares about them and that they care about. 

Less engaged segments require engagement in steps that increase their motivation toward environmental goals. Profile 
role models demonstrating valued behaviours, and show that others endorse the activities and ideas. Engagement 
efforts need to build competence (knowledge, how to) and provide activities that build environmental identity and 
encourage speaking to family and friends about climate change. In communications, highlight why an action is a 
sensible, good idea, an important thing to do, or something they can do themselves. Provide structure and options to 
make choices.

Civic nationals, who are highly receptive to climate messaging but yet not as highly engaged,  straddle these engaged 
to unengaged segments. Civic nationals may benefit from a wider range of approaches. The middle column (table 
below) illustrates this idea, suggesting ways to engage Civic nationals that can be tested. For example, Civic nationals 
hold biocentric values (connected to nature) but may benefit from opportunities that allow them to further develop 
their environmental identity and learn from role models. A starting point would be connecting  their concerns about 
extreme weather and climate change risks with preparedness and protecting nature at-risk. They also value their 
freedom; so these Canadians will want to make their own choices about which environmental actions to take and learn 
about the effectiveness of these actions.
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PROGRESSIVE ACTIVISTS CIVIC NATIONALS CENTRIST LIBERALS, DISENGAGED MIDDLE

Already hold Biocentric values: Don’t 
overemphasize money and rewards, celebrate 

community feeling, caring, compassion, 
love of nature, and feedback on how actions 
increase justice, restoration, and reduction 

of harm

Nurture Biocentric values:  Activate 
feelings of connection, caring, empathy, 

wonder, love of nature, gratitude, 
respect for nature, moral values (justice, 

restoration, do no harm)

Nurture feelings of belonging to a 
community that cares about them and they 

care about

Profile role models, others endorsing ideas, 
actions; encourage conversations with 

family and friends about climate change

Provide opportunities to express 
environmental identity

Provide opportunities to try new things 
and see others acting

Set goals, provide feedback on the 
effectiveness of efforts

Highlight why action is sensible, an 
important thing to do, something they  

can do

Want to make their own choices about how to 
express themselves

Need structure, options to make choices

The arrows show where Civic nationals are more like Progressive activists and where they are more like Centrist liberals/
Disengaged middle. Two-sided arrows mean this segment may benefit from both ways. 

Adapted by Louise Comeau from Deci & Ryan, R. M. (Eds.). (2002). Handbook of self-determination theory. Rochester, NY: University of Rochester 
Press; Comeau, L. A. (2014). Exploring the ethical orientations of environmental lifestyle practitioners: A mixed-method study; Mission Models Money and 
Common Cause. (2013). Common Cause (p. 41).
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IMAGES  
WITH IMPACT

We tested images of heatwaves and wildfires and found that most images do not communicate climate change risk 
as effectively as they could. Images of climate impacts or solutions often don't feature people or show climate change 
impacts or solutions at scale, for example. Rather than real people, pictures usually showcase politicians, scientists, 
business representatives, or celebrities. Photos of heatwaves often evoke summer fun: water parks or people at the beach. 
Wildfire imagery rarely shows people, or people helping each other in recovery.

Climate Visuals, a program of Climate Outreach in the United Kingdom, has developed, based on its research, seven 
principles for more effective imagery: show real people, show climate change causes at scale, understand your audience, tell 
new stories, show emotionally powerful impacts, show local, but serious, impacts, and be careful with protest imagery.

7 core principles for climate change communication

SHOW 
REAL PEOPLE

UNDERSTAND 
YOUR AUDIENCE

SHOW LOCAL (BUT 
SERIOUS) IMPACTS

BE CAREFUL WITH 
PROTEST IMAGERY

TELL 
NEW STORIES

SHOW CLIMATE 
CHANGE CAUSES 

AT SCALE

SHOW 
EMOTIONALLY 

POWERFUL IMPACTS

Visual representation adapted from Climate Outreach: Climate Visuals

https://climatevisuals.org/
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The most powerful heatwave images tested in Re.Climate’s March 2024 focus groups show risks to health and safety: 
medical and human emergencies (e.g., cooling centres, a paramedic providing care to an elderly person).

	h Show the human side of impacts, such as heatwaves, ideally with faces visible: hospitals, cooling centres, paramedics, 
doctors, and nurses providing care to heat-affected people 

	h Avoid: “Fun in the sun” (water parks, ice cream, people at the beach) 

	h Test the effects of using imagery showing one person versus multiple people

Firefighters from an Alaska smoke jumpers unit 
refuel with pizza on the fire line of a wildfire burning 

near a highway in northern British Columbia, 
Canada on July 11, 2023. PHOTO BY JESSE W INTER

Firefighters collect their breakfast 
from a caterer at a fire camp in 

Vanderhoof, B.C. on July 21, 2023. 
PHOTO BY JESSE W INTER

A wildfire burns at night above the shores of 
Lake Okanagan outside Kelowna, B.C. on 
July 20, 2018. PHOTO BY JESSE W INTER

Damage from the White Rock Lake wildfire is seen on a property in the Paxton 
Valley, near Monte Lake, B.C. on August 10, 2021. PHOTO BY JESSE W INTER

INSTEAD OF THIS: USE THIS:

BRUSSELS, BELGIUM: The Belgian Red Cross team helps a person with 
sunstroke during the National Day of Belgium on July 21, 2009

MONTREAL QUEBEC: Children playing during a hot summer day on  
July 29, 2002 

Finding the one Canadian or local image that meets Climate Visuals principles is difficult, particularly for wildfires. 
Authentic images, taken in the context of an emergency, often lack the human dimension, highlighting burned-out 
landscapes, for example. Re.Climate tested several images in focus groups with none fully satisfying participants. Focus 
group participants recommended multiple images be used to communicate a story. Multiple images could also be used 
to show before, during, and after an event. These communication ideas are worth testing. 

Recommendation: Try using multiple images such as these created for wildfires:



EcoAnalytics is a cooperative market research initiative on the shared platform of Makeway 
that provides data and communications support to strengthen the capacity of communicators 

to engage more Canadians in support of climate action and environmental protection.

ecoanalyticscanada.org

Re.Climate is Canada’s go-to centre for training, research and strategy on climate change 
communications and public engagement. We provide strategic services to help practitioners 
reach new audiences, overcome polarization, communicate urgency, and motivate change.

reclimate.ca


