
This Time It’s Personal:  

Compelling Climate Communication

from Reality to Solutions

BECC • December 9,  2014

Meighen Speiser
Chief Engagement Officer





Making Climate
Relevant
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We are not connecting with Americans!
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Latest Research and Communication Practices
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THE 13 STEPS

1. Start with people, stay with people

2. Connect on common values

3. Acknowledge ambivalence

4. Scale from personal to planet

5. Sequence matters

6. Use “facts,” not science

7. Inspire and empower

8. Be solutions-focused

9. Describe, don’t label

10. Have at least 1 powerful fact from a trusted messenger

11. Prepare don’t adapt

12. Speak from the mountaintops, don’t fight in the trenches

13. Message discipline is critical



Exceptionalism, compassion
• We can all make small steps to make the world better (94%)
• People can be the solution (90%)
• Compassion for those who are suffering (86%)

Personal rights to clean environment for all
• Clean drinking water (84%)
• Clean air (83%)
• Safe neighborhood, free of toxics (79%)
• Access to natural spaces, parks (75%)

Responsibility to do something about climate
• Companies that pollute (81%)
• EPA (78%)
• Me (75%)
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Themes that Resonate Across the Aisle



ACV 14 Summary Recommendations

• Focus on people vs. technology, policy, planet, bring 
them into the fold (don’t belittle, leave preaching to preachers)

• Engage groups, and empower local leaders to lead

• Understand and incorporate everyday concerns

• Emphasize solutions, benefits and success

• Deliver and position solutions as bold and effective

• Emphasize relevant reality, use “science” sparingly

• Make pragmatic appeals, such as being prepared, 
regaining control, independence, and security

• Reinforce climate-health and climate weather 

• Avoid connecting solutions with “new” or “change” –
instead focus on personal benefit, family values
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PRACTICAL  APPLICATION
A Sample Speech
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Putting Method into Practice
A Hypothetical Example Using the 13 Steps 



1. Start with people, stay with people

Begins by showing 

understanding of and 

appreciation for the 

audience, and connects 

with their values 

throughout the speech

Hello, and good afternoon. 

Thank you so much for the 

opportunity to speak today. 

I am a big fan of your 

mentorship program here 

in the local high schools –

it’s a perfect example of 

the business community 

playing a leadership role to 

improve our civic life. 



2. Connect on Common Values

Builds rapport by 
connecting with the 
audience's values 
through a 
community 
treasure.

Today I am here to talk 
about one of our city’s 
treasures, the Big Sioux 
River. Most of us have 
grown up fishing or rafting 
there, or just walking 
along its banks. I bet if I 
asked, each of you could 
recall several wonderful 
memories with family and 
friends along its shores, 
or wading in its waters. 
My husband and I have 
spent weeks fishing there 
with the kids.



3. Acknowledge Ambivalence

Carefully introduces 
climate change, 
respects the potential 
spectrum of audience 
attitudes, and allows 
people in the room to 
hold differing beliefs.

Who has been to the Big 
Sioux River lately? For 
those of you who have, I 
think you’ll agree it’s not 
hard to see that the river 
isn’t what it used to be.
Now I can bet we have 
many differing opinions 
in the room on what or 
who’s to blame for these 
changes in our climate, 
and I would also wager 
that we can all agree we 
need The Big Sioux 
River! And, it needs us.



6. Use “Facts” Not Science

Talks about the 
drought; the water level 
is down, fish are 
impacted, and water 
supplies are diminished 
-- irrefutable facts that 
the audience can see 
with their own eyes.

There is change 
happening right in 
our backyards, in 
the backyards of all 
of Iowa, and 
throughout the 
country. The water 
level is down, and 
higher water 
temperatures are 
impacting fish 
counts and fish 
health.  Our main 
source of clean 
drinking water is 
diminishing.



8. Be Solutions-Focused

Janine is showing 
that solutions are 
accessible and 
meaningful. Notice 
that she avoids 
asking her 
audience to 
sacrifice.

The good news is that 
there are already leaders 
in this community who 
have started to do 
something to help.  
Some of the high 
schools in your 
mentorship program are 
helping to plant trees 
near the river, the Mayor 
has implemented smart 
water use, several of our 
churches and church 
goers have taken The 
St. Francis Pledge to 
lead by example in 
reducing their impact, 
and solar power is a 
rapidly growing industry 
in the state. 



10. Have at least 1 powerful fact from a 
trusted messenger

Don’t weigh the 
speech down with 
numbers (which 
cause people to tune 
out). Instead, inspires 
them with ONE 
powerful fact on the 
statewide increase in 
solar power.

According to the 
Argus Leader, the 
solar power industry 
in Iowa grew 33 
percent in just one 
year. These are just 
a few examples of 
the many 
meaningful and 
powerful things we 
can do to prepare 
for and help prevent 
further climate 
change.



11. Prepare, Don’t Adapt

Use the term 
“preparation” instead 
of “adaptation” to 
inspire action. The 
audience understands 
the term, which 
conjures up proactive 
and preventative steps 
that scale.

According to the 
Argus Leader, the 
solar power industry 
in Iowa grew 33 
percent in just one 
year. These are just 
a few examples of 
the many 
meaningful and 
powerful things we 
can do to prepare 
for and help prevent 
further climate 
change.



13. Message Discipline is Critical

Message consistency 
makes it easy for 
audiences to 
understand, 
remember, and share. 
Stay on point, and be 
clear and consistent.

Finally, you have the 
power to set a new 
example, to help prepare 
and protect our 
community from the 
impacts of climate 
change, and to work to 
preserve our treasured 
natural heritage, the Big 
Sioux River. Join me in 
being part of the solution.
Individually we can make 
a difference; collectively 
we can do so much more.
Thank you. I look forward 
to collaborating with you.
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Before
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After



• Comprehensive climate communication guide 
based on social science research

• Joint project between ecoAmerica and the 
Center for Research on Environmental 
Decisions at Columbia U.

• Webinar on Thurs. Dec. 11, 3:30 – 4:45 pm ET 

• Visit connectingonclimate.org to sign up to 
be notified when guide is released (Dec. 11)
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COMING THURSDAY…

Connecting on Climate: A Guide to Effective Climate 
Change Communication



MOMENTUS
Empowering Individual and Institutional Leadership on Climate
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MomentUs Leadership (more than 150 and counting)
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 lead by example
 engage others
 institutional 

leadership
 collective impact

Brands, Research, Resources, Outreach 



THANK YOU!

Meighen Speiser, ecoAmerica meighen@ecoAmerica.org

Download reports: http://www.ecoAmerica.org/research
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