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We are in this together! 

 
At this challenging time, we need to connect people to the bigger picture. We need ways to explain health, 

enhance community, and offer hope. 
 

This guide aims to help mission-driven organisations to frame messaging and communications about social issues 
relating to COVID-19 (coronavirus). 1 

 

There is a summary at the start of this guide, with more detail for each aspect appearing in the sections following. 
 

The sections are: 
1. Deploying a common good frame. 

2. Widening the circle of ‘we’. 
3. The power of how during the pandemic. 

4. Making a powerful case for the role of government. 
5. Social/VCSE organisations are essential - especially now. 

6. Talking about the future. 
7. Talking about the importance of prevention. 

8. Keeping democratic ideals alive during the pandemic. 
9. Talking about what young people need during the pandemic 

10. Talking about climate action in the era of COVID-19 
 

Physical distance, but social solidarity! 

  

                                            
1 With thanks and acknowledgements to the Frameworks Institute, from whose work this guide draws. 
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Summary 

 

Aspect Strategies Instead of … Try … 
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Connect individual action to the 

common good by using a broad 
‘us’. 

‘how to behave’ ‘how this affects us all’ 

Make an explicit moral argument 
for addressing specific 

populations’ needs. 

‘vulnerable groups’ framing ‘moral argument’ framing 

Look for opportunities to talk 
about the positive aspects of 

interconnection. 

‘connection as threat’ ‘connection as strength’ 
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Emphasize the connections that 

exist between each and every 
one of us. 

making it about ‘their’ plight or 

worthiness 

making it about ‘our’ actions and 

our responsibilities to each other 

Avoid ‘saviours and victims’ 

framing. 

‘sacrifice for the people who 

really need it’ 

explaining how we can prepare 

for ‘everyone’s health situation’ 

Avoid labels that suggest 

weakness or separation from 
society. 

‘the [group]’ ‘people who …’ 
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Explain what’s happening and 

what needs to change. 
‘do what we say’ ‘see how this works’ 

Show how the actions we need 

people to take are happening 
and are working. 

dramatizing the behaviour you 

are looking to minimize 

highlighting all that we’re doing 

now and explaining why it 
matters 

Expand the public’s picture of 
who works in health. 

starting and ending with 
hospital-based staff 

talking about the range of skilled 

professions that protect public 
health 



 3 

Aspect Strategies Instead of … Try … 
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Emphasize that we need and 
deserve a robust public response 

to this crisis. 

starting and ending with 

government failure 

holding government accountable 

- call leaders to action 

Be clear that government action 

has a distinct role - different 

from the things businesses, 
voluntary organizations, 

community groups or individuals 
can do. 

calling for others to fill in the 
gaps 

emphasizing the roles and 
democratic ideals that only 

government can fulfil 

Don’t play the individual blame 
game. Instead, call leaders to 

action. 

talking about personalities, 
politicians, or politics 

focusing on the actions for which 
citizens should hold government 

accountable 
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Connect what policy makers do 
today with future outcomes that 

matter to us all. 

“the charity sector needs relief” 
“the country needs the 

social/VCSE sector” 

Be clear that social/VCSE 

organisations have a distinct role 
- different from what businesses 

and government can do. 

“charities are as important as 

business and just like 
government” 

talking about the unique role and 

contributions of social/VCSE 
organizations 

Be clear about the need for - and 
our sector’s commitment to - 

equity and inclusion. 

leaving disparities until the end 
centring the call for equity and 

inclusion 
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Show that you are responding to 

the moment - not taking 
advantage of it. 

“we must seize the moment or 

others will” 

“let’s work together to get the 

future right” 

Show that bold, collective action 

is the only response that makes 
sense. 

“now we can change everything” 
“this is necessary and within 
reach” 
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Aspect Strategies Instead of … Try … 

Help people see this time as a 
moment when change is 

possible, necessary and 
desirable. 

“we’ve been getting it so wrong 

for so long” 

“we’re at a juncture where we 

can get it right - or get it wrong” 
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Clearly connect what we do now 
to what it leads to later. 

relying on expert, insider terms 
and jargon 

helping people to understand 

how we can head off a shared 
problem 

Make prevention society’s shared 
responsibility. 

starting and ending with 
prevention as self-care 

helping people to think about 
public policy, not just personal 

action 

Explain the potential for future 

harm without dwelling on it. 

focusing only on how bad it will 

get 

explaining the factors that 
increase - and reduce - the 

potential for harm 
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Lift up democratic values. 
listing the ways good 

governance has been violated 

centring the value and show how 

it is threatened 

Make the truth compelling and 

clear. 
attempting to rebut and correct 

saying what is true, explain what 
it means, and move on to what 

should be done 

Show how issues and incidents 

are connected. 

missing opportunities to connect 

one issue to another 

making it impossible to miss how 

issues are intertwined 
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Connect family experiences to 
wider contexts and the policies 

that shape them. 

focussing on household 

dynamics and struggles 

showing how the plot is shaped 
by the characters missing from 

the story 

Connect what children and 

young people need to what we 
all need. 

starting and ending with the 

impact on children 

showing where we all need to go 

– and remind us that children 
cannot wait 

Emphasize developmental 

sensitivity. 

filling the frame with 

vulnerability 

explaining what is developing - 

and what is shaping it right now 
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Aspect Strategies Instead of … Try … 
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 Take care in framing the ‘choice’ 

we are making. 
“we can have our cake and eat 
it too” 

“out with the old, in the with the 
new” 

Offer solutions, not just 
critiques. 

“we could have done it, we just 
didn’t want to” 

“now we see how powerful we 
can be together” 

Connect with our need to be 

prepared and protect our world. 
“the sky is the limit” “let’s prepare for the big stuff” 
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1. Deploying a common good frame 
 
It always matters how we talk to - and about - each other. Us-vs-them framing is dangerous: it can evoke fear, 

inflame prejudices, and drive hostility and hate. Common good framing offers an alternative: here are three 
strategies. 

 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Connect individual action to the common good by using a broad ‘us’. 

 A narrow focus on personal 
behaviours can prevent people 

seeing how the virus works. 

 Use language and examples that 
emphasize collective action and 

shared outcomes. 

 Instead of ‘how to behave’: 
 “Protect yourself and fight the 

virus by washing your hands and 

practicing social distancing.” 
 “It is not safe or responsible to 

leave your home at this time.” 

 Try ‘how this affects us all’: 
 “When we wash our hands and 

keep our distance, we protect 

everyone in our community. Let’s 
come together by staying apart.” 

2. Make an explicit moral argument for addressing specific populations’ needs. 

 Our ideals and principles - and 

our sense of right and wrong - are 
powerful motivators. 

 Use language that activates 
shared values early and often in 

communications. 
 This will have more impact than 

bleak facts or upsetting stories 
alone. 

 Instead of ‘vulnerable groups’ 

framing: 
 “People in poverty will be most 

and worst affected by this crisis.” 
 “1.3 million children rely on 

school for meals - will they be 
going hungry?” 

 “Thousands of people in the UK 
sleep on the streets - will they be 

able to keep their distance from 
this virus?” 

 Try ‘moral argument’ framing: 

 “The right thing to do is ensure 
we all have what we need to be 

well - regardless of how we earn 
a living or how much we make. 

People already pushed to the 
brink by low wages and high 

housing costs will be most 
affected by this virus and an 

economic slowdown. This is the 
time to live up to our ideal of 

justice for all.” 
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3. Look for opportunities to talk about the positive aspects of interconnection. 

 Social connections are tricky to 
talk about when it comes to 

communicable disease. 
 Depending on the framing, the 

topic can come off as blaming and 
shaming - or it can evoke a can-

do spirit and common cause. 
 Lean toward how much we all 

depend on each other - not how 
much we threaten each other. 

 Instead of ‘connection as threat’: 
 “We’re being reminded of how 

much our actions can harm others 
- often in ways we can’t see. We 

can’t just continue with life as 
usual, assuming we are invincible 

while infecting spaces, surfaces, 
and other people. Every time we 

do so, we are contributing to the 
spread of a pandemic, and to the 

eventual deaths of people far 

more vulnerable to this disease 
than we are.” 

 Try ‘connection as strength’: 
 “We’re being reminded just how 

connected we all are - and how 
much we depend on one another. 

And it’s not just the spread of the 
virus. For everyone who works 

from home, there are many more 
who make that possible by 

working in the NHS, in social 
care, at the power station, in food 

shops and supermarkets, and in 

delivery services. This time shows 
us how much we all need each 

other to keep going.” 
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2. Widening the circle of ‘we’ 
 
A sole focus on how the virus affects ‘vulnerable’ groups creates distance and difference. People don’t see 

themselves in the issue. They disengage and ignore guidance, assuming it does not apply to them. They blame 
‘those people’ for the situation. They become less likely support the kind of all-in, equity-focused approaches we 

need. We can overcome this by placing people and places with particular risks in a broader frame before homing in 
on specific needs. Here are three strategies. 

 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Emphasize the connections that exist between each and every one of us. 

 Emphasize how all of us are 

connected and dependent on each 
other when talking about people 

who are segregated from society 
by the justice, child welfare, or 

immigration systems. 
 Include everyone in universal 

plans and procedures. 
 People tend to dismiss issues they 

see as niche, or an expression of 
a pre-existing agenda. 

 Show that your issue is central to 
the overall conversation. 

 This helps bring into view the 
places or people being 

overlooked, and that we urgently 

need to include. 

 Instead of making it about ‘their’ 

plight or worthiness: 
 “As COVID-19 begins to hit 

prisons around the country, we 
must uphold the civil liberties of 

prisoners and protect their lives 
as we would any other. Their 

health is no less important than 
our own - and their offences 

certainly don’t warrant a death 
penalty. We must immediately 

release elderly inmates, non-
violent offenders with underlying 

health conditions, those who are 
awaiting trial, and those who are 

near the end of their sentences.” 

 Try making it about ‘our’ actions 

and our responsibilities to each 
other: 

 “This moment makes it clear that 
each and every person’s health is 

intertwined. To stop the spread of 
the virus, we can’t afford to leave 

anyone out of our containment 
measures, no matter where they 

are. For everyone’s safety, we 
must ensure that action extends 

into places where, right now, 
millions of people are confined in 

dangerously close quarters: 
prisons, immigration centres, 

skilled nursing facilities, care 

homes, homeless shelters, and 
refugee centres. These spaces 

increase the risk for people - and 
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action is needed to prevent 

unacceptable harm.” 

2. Avoid ‘saviours and victims’ framing. 

 Watch out for suggestions that 
one group’s sacrifices provide 

another group’s benefits. 

 This reinforces boundaries and 
differences between groups. 

 It allows people to identify with 
one group and think less about 

others. 
 It makes the issue about them 

not us. 

 Instead of ‘sacrifice for the people 
who really need it’: 

 “Most of us will have a few 

unpleasant days of aches and 
fever, and then recover. Or we 

may not get any symptoms at all. 
But for the elderly neighbour 

down the street or for our 
grandparents in care homes, it’s a 

different story. The elderly, as 
well as the disabled, are 

vulnerable to severe disease. For 
their sakes, we need to make 

sacrifices, make them now, and - 
possibly - for the long term.” 

 Try explaining how we can 
prepare for ‘everyone’s health 

situation’: 

 “This virus is highly contagious - 
and because people don’t show 

symptoms for up to two weeks, 
anyone could be spreading it 

without realizing. When we all 
stay home today, we will see 

fewer new cases in the next few 
weeks. By keeping our physical 

distance, we slow the spread. This 
protects those who are most at 

risk and the availability of the life-
saving health care we all depend 

on.” 

3. Avoid labels that suggest weakness or separation from society. 

 Avoid using ‘vulnerable groups’ as 

a blanket term. 
 None of us like to think of 

ourselves as weak: so warnings 
to ‘the vulnerable’ can be 

dismissed as intended for 

someone else. 
 Pay special attention to the labels 

used to name specific groups. 

 REPLACE: 

 the elderly 
 elderly people 

 nursing home residents 
 the prison population 

 the vulnerable / vulnerable 

groups 

 EMBRACE: 

 older people 
 people aged 70 and over 

 people in institutional settings, 
from skilled nursing facilities to 

detention centres 

 people with particular risk factors 
/ people more at risk 
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 Generally, avoid labels that can 

be prefaced with ‘the’. 
 Use person-first phrasing. 
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3. The power of how during the pandemic 
 
This period demands an effective public health response. We need accurate data to predict and prevent severe 

outbreaks. We need to use evidence to inform action and conduct research to develop solutions. And we need to 
help the public stay informed and engaged. 

 
But most people equate health with health care. They picture doctors and nurses acting after people are sick or 

injured. This limits support for public health: the work that happens before to prevent illness, and at a wide scale. 
 

Here are three ways we can make a powerful case for the public health work – including to address COVID-19. 
 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Explain what’s happening and what needs to change. 

 We need to unpack mechanisms, 
not just issue mandates. A clear 

explanation builds trust and 
support for solutions - while the 

lack of one can spark resentment 
and disengagement. And when we 

don’t build understanding, we let 
misinformation spread. 

 Make it clear how one thing leads 
to another. Use cause-and-effect 

explanations to help people 
connect the dots between the 

‘what’ and the ‘why’. 

 Instead of ‘do what we say’: 
 “The definition of a non-essential 

business must be expanded and 
protocols for essential businesses 

must be strengthened. Current 
policies are doing too little to 

flatten the curve.” 
 “Wash your hands with soap for 

at least 20 seconds.” 
 “A pandemic can take a serious 

toll on mental health. Now is no 
time to skimp on self-care. Look 

after your body and mind. Make 

sure you exercise regularly, take 
breaks from the news and 

connect with others.” 

 Try ‘see how this works’: 
 “Today’s physical contact drives 

the levels of infection we’ll see in 
two to three weeks. Now is the 

time for clearer and stronger 
business closure policies, to 

protect our health and our 
hospitals.” 

 “Soap destroys the virus, but we 
need to wash our hands for 20 

seconds for it to work.” 
 “Constant news can lead us to 

feel anxious about things we can’t 

control. When we take breaks 
from media and turn toward 

things we enjoy, we give our 
stress response a vital rest.” 
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2. Show how the actions we need people to take are happening and are working. 

 Our perceptions of what other 
people are - or are not - doing 

matter enormously. We are more 
likely to follow guidance when 

reminded that actions are widely 
shared and ‘already happening’. 

 Stories about ‘bad behaviour’ can 
work in the opposite way: they 

give us the impression that others 
aren’t following guidance, and 

weaken the resolve for collective 

action. 
 Whenever possible, emphasize 

that recommended changes are 
becoming normal and widespread. 

 Instead of dramatizing the 
behaviour you are looking to 

minimize: 
 “For mitigation measures to work, 

we need everyone to play their 
part. People need to stay 

physically distant and take 
precautions. Our government 

needs to take action to slow the 
spread and speed up the 

response. But too many people 

are making dangerous, selfish 
choices - from teenagers throwing 

backyard parties to policy makers 
avoiding the real issues.” 

 Try highlighting all that we’re 
doing now and explaining why it 

matters: 
 “We’re coming together by 

staying apart - and it is working. 
The quiet in our streets is the 

sound of an incredible national 
effort to keep our physical 

distance. We’re playing our part 
in something bigger, slowing the 

spread of the virus. We’re saving 

lives and protecting our health 
care system - and we’re sending 

a message to our leaders that we 
need them to act too.” 

3. Expand the public’s picture of who works in health. 

 A narrow focus on doctors and 
nurses can keep us from seeing 

the full range of health responses 
we need. Include those working 

behind the scenes, in agencies 
and labs, inspecting and 

protecting public health. This 
helps people to understand and 

support other aspects of a robust 
public response, like funding, 

supply distribution, and data-
gathering. 

 Instead of starting and ending 
with hospital-based staff: 

 “Our thanks goes out to all those 
in the medical ranks who are 

caring for those stricken by 
COVID-19: from the nurses and 

doctors pulling double shifts in 
the emergency room, to intensive 

care staff making superhuman 
efforts to keep struggling patients 

alive, to the desk staff, 
maintenance crews, and food 

 Try talking about the range of 
skilled professions that protect 

public health: 
 “All kinds of people are keeping 

us safe right now. The doctors, 
nurses and hospital staff who are 

caring for people with COVID-19. 
Lab technicians screening 

samples. Cleaners keeping spaces 
virus-free. Researchers figuring 

out the quickest way to conduct 
safe treatment trials. Analysts 
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service workers who keep the 

hospital running.” 

working out what’s going on and 

how we can best respond.” 
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4. Making a powerful case for the role of government 
 
To come through this crisis we need governments to act. There are actions that only governments can take - and 

our communications can shape a robust mandate for this critical leadership. 
 

An effective narrative about government responsibility is also a powerful antidote to us-vs-them thinking. 
 

If government responsibility goes off the radar, we fail to get the action we need - and stigmatized groups can 
quickly become targets. Our narratives can help prevent simmering ageist or xenophobic resentments from boiling 

over into full-blown questioning of which lives are worth saving and at what cost. 
 

But government responsibility is also a topic we must navigate carefully. When people see governments as wholly 
useless or corrupt, it perpetuates inaction and drives disengagement. A singular focus on partisanship, special 

interests, or dissatisfaction with elected leaders can obscure the potential for an effective government response. 

When we trigger the idea that government is all about the people in power, it’s harder to focus attention on the 
powerful structures that we have, and need, to mount an effective response. 

 
Here are three framing strategies that can help us lead a more productive conversation about the mission, role, 

and responsibility of government. 
 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Emphasize that we need and deserve a robust public response to this crisis. 

 Talk about what governments can 

and must do. 
 Be clear that government action 

is doable and in line with how our 

society can and should function. 

 Instead of starting and ending 

with government failure: 
 “Our government is failing all of 

us and the most vulnerable will 

pay the biggest price. There is no 
concerted plan, dangerously 

unclear guidance, and crushingly 
inadequate support for those in 

 Try holding government 

accountable - call leaders to 
action: 

 “We all rely on government 

leadership and action to keep our 
society going. Our leaders must 

take immediate action to slow the 
spread of the virus and mobilize 
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most need. This is no time for 

politics as usual but we’re seeing 
again and again that today’s 

leaders are not up to the job.” 

the medical equipment and 

supplies needed to keep us all 
safe. And they must lead us all 

through the problems that lie 
ahead, using the best tools 

humanity has to rebuild our 
societies.” 

2. Be clear that government action has a distinct role - different from the things businesses, 
voluntary organizations, community groups or individuals can do. 

 The term ‘government’, on its 

own, can spark mistrust, fear, or 
ridicule. 

 It helps to pair the term 
‘government’ with a description of 

how it should act - as a protector, 
a long-term planner, or as a voice 

for the people. 

 Instead of calling for others to fill 

in the gaps: 
 “Businesses must step up, do the 

right thing, and look for how they 
can provide a product or service 

that fills our new needs. To 
protect the elderly and frail, the 

young and strong must put 
personal desires and fears aside, 

avoiding the temptation to 
stockpile food or take 

unnecessary outings. And we all 

must do what we can to support 
our heroic doctors and nurses - 

whether that’s staying at home, 
donating supplies, or sewing 

protective masks.” 

 Try emphasizing the roles and 

democratic ideals that only 
government can fulfil: 

 “We are all relying on our public 
institutions to protect us from 

physical harm and economic 
hardship during this pandemic. 

Businesses, voluntary 
organizations, community groups 

and individuals can all play a part, 
but only government can channel 

public resources into the things 

we all need like ventilators and 
vaccines. Only government can 

set and enforce the rules that 
keep us all safe and well. We 

need action that makes the 
biggest difference for everyone 

and this must be led by 
government.” 

  



 16 

3. Don’t play the individual blame game. Instead, call leaders to action. 

 Avoid activating a sense that our 
leaders are too inept or self-

serving to trust. 
 Instead, focus on the concrete 

actions that specific agencies or 
jurisdictions can and must take 

now for the common good. 
 Once attention is focused on 

specific elected officials, the 
conversation quickly shifts away 

from collective action and gets 

stuck in politics-as-usual. 

 Instead of talking about 
personalities, politicians, or 

politics: 
 “Unfortunately, our current leader 

is more focused on protecting 
their reputation than they are on 

protecting public health. And the 
rest of the party is going along 

with it. In the end, the very 
voters that put them in office will 

be the ones who suffer the most 

from this pandemic. It will be 
interesting to see how this turns 

out when - or if - the next 
election is held.” 

 Try focusing on the actions for 
which citizens should hold 

government accountable: 
 “We all need our governments to 

respond swiftly to new 
information about the virus and 

act quickly to protect us. We call 
on agencies at every level of 

government to deploy every 
policy tool at their disposal - and 

to do it now. And we call on 

citizens to stay informed, stay 
engaged, and hold their 

representatives accountable for 
doing the right thing.” 
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5. Social/VCSE organisations are essential – especially now 
 
The voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector plays an unparalleled, and irreplaceable, role in our 

country and the world. Our work, our expertise, and our mission-driven mind set are vital to an effective response 
to this moment of crisis and to all that will follow. 

 
The way we frame our call for social/VCSE organisations to be considered in emergency assistance efforts will 

matter tremendously. It will set the tone for our sector moving forward. It is also an important moment for us to 
harmonize our framing strategies; a symphony has more impact than cacophony. 

 
Please remember that not all VCSE organisations are charities! 

 
Here are three considerations to make sure our shared voices hit the right notes and resonate. 

 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Connect what policy makers do today with future outcomes that matter to us all. 

 People tend to dismiss concerns 

they see as an expression of self-
interest. 

 Frame communications to focus 
on broad impacts, common 

concerns, and widely shared 
implications. 

 Show that we are leading the 
conversation about resources and 

priorities in an important, 

forward-looking, and inclusive 
direction. 

 Instead of “the charity sector 

needs relief”: 
 “The charity sector employs over 

850,000 workers - many of whom 
are already underpaid and 

undervalued. These dedicated, 
frontline workers deserve our 

support as they help out during 
this crisis. At a time when many 

charities are struggling to survive, 

there is a worrying tendency to 
exclude the charity sector from 

relief packages and policies. If 
they don’t have access to the 

 Try “the country needs the 

social/VCSE sector”: 
 “In crafting our relief packages 

and designing our response plans, 
we cannot afford to overlook the 

social/VCSE sector. Right now, 
cities and counties are relying on 

social/VCSE partners as a buffer 
against the worst impacts of the 

outbreak. We all will continue to 

rely on the expertise and 
experience of these community-

based organisations in the 
recovery effort that lies ahead.” 
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loans, support grants, and rates 

relief that businesses are 
receiving, we may see these 

organizations go under.” 

2. Be clear that social/VCSE organisations have a distinct role - different from what businesses and 

government can do. 

 Talk about the social/VCSE 
sector’s distinguishing feature: a 

mission-driven approach. 
 We take on essential work that is 

not necessarily profitable, but it is 
purposeful - and benefits us all. 

 We have specialized expertise 
that often includes a deep 

understanding of community 
strengths and needs. 

 We have the ability to be nimble 
and creative to achieve 

community goals. 

 Instead of “charities are as 
important as business and just 

like government”: 
 “In our policies and relief 

packages, we need to remember 
that not all essential work is 

performed by businesses. In fact, 
three in 100 employees are 

employed by a charitable 
organization. Many of them are 

key workers. Cities and counties 
should follow this line of 

thinking.” 

 Try talking about the unique role 
and contributions of social/VCSE 

organizations: 
 “Social/VCSE organisations are 

our country’s only institutions 
solely focused on making 

communities stronger. In the 
toughest times, we do the 

toughest work. When it is time to 
restore and repair our well-being, 

we are equipped to do that as 
well. We measure success in 

terms of shared benefits, not 
private profits. To weather the 

worst and rebuild, we need this 

kind of community-minded 
perspective.” 

3. Be clear about the need for - and our sector’s commitment to - equity and inclusion. 

 To come through this crisis, we 

need policies and relief measures 

that respond to varying - and 
inequitable - health, social, and 

economic situations. 

 Instead of leaving disparities until 

the end: 

 “Charities are on the frontlines of 
the coronavirus response, 

providing food, shelter, medical 
assistance, and other critical 

 Try centring the call for equity 

and inclusion: 

 “The resources we allocate now 
must align with our vision for the 

future: a more just and 
compassionate country. Our 
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 Our communications need to 

make it clear that the social/VCSE 
sector is part of the coalition 

calling for an equity-driven 
response. 

 When we are careful to speak 
from a stance of solidarity, we 

activate a sense of shared 
purpose and common identity. 

 That makes it less likely that 
people will dismiss or diminish the 

needs of communities facing 
disadvantage. 

services to those in need. Our 

work is now more important than 
ever. The ranks of people without 

basic essentials will grow as 
workers are laid off from fragile or 

closed businesses. Our work will 
be especially essential for people 

on low income and people in black 
and minority ethnic communities, 

whose lives will be 
disproportionately disrupted by 

closures, job loss, and sickness.” 

response will only be effective if it 

includes the places and the 
people left out by our current 

systems. To get this right, 
everything we do now must take 

into account the issues that 
communities were facing before 

the pandemic. The work we do as 
social/VCSE organisations - and 

our relationships with our 
communities - has taught us that 

a focus on equity must be front 
and centre.” 
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6. Talking about what comes next 
 
The pandemic is reinforcing the urgency of our missions - and surfacing new possibilities for change. Although we 

are still in the midst of the crisis, as change-makers, we are eager to think and talk about where we go from here. 
 

But, as ever, we cannot assume that what feels important and necessary to us will be widely felt. Building public 
will for a better future requires strategy, insight, and co-ordination. It requires us to understand and talk with 

broad audiences, not just those who already agree with us. It requires us to tell the right stories - and to tell them 
often, well and together. 

 
Here are three ways to approach talking about the future. 

 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Show that you are responding to the moment - not taking advantage of it. 

 Do not risk appearing 

opportunistic. People reject 
messages that they feel are 

insensitive, and messengers who 
appear to be self-interested are 

unpersuasive and easily 
dismissed. 

 Because these are hard times and 
many are experiencing high levels 

of distress, fear and uncertainty, 
any talk of opportunities and 

silver linings risks backfiring and 

causing harm. Avoid talking about 
“bright spots” or “upsides”. 

 Instead of talking about the 
strategic advantages of the 

 Instead of “we must seize the 

moment or others will”: 
 “The pandemic has caused a 

great deal of pain - but it also 
presents a ‘once in a generation’ 

opportunity. This unprecedented 
social upheaval is potentially a 

game-changer. Policy options that 
previously seemed like ‘pie in the 

sky’ dreams could now easily 
move to the top of the political 

agenda. If we fail to capture this 

moment, others will.” 

 Try “let’s work together to get the 

future right”: 
 “As we move through this 

moment of acute crisis, we lift up 
our shared values and use them 

as a guide for what comes next. 
Now is the time to choose to get 

this right. Every policy and 
funding decision should lead us to 

the future we want: a just and 
compassionate society where 

every one of us can thrive. As we 

rebuild, let’s redesign our 
economy and systems so that 

they work for all of us.” 
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current moment or about 

competing to advance or “win” on 
our issues, use language that 

expresses solidarity. We are not 
“seizing the moment” or “taking 

the opportunity”. We are 
connecting, rebuilding and 

moving forward together, based 
on what we have experienced, 

how the world has changed, and 
what we all need. 

 When we activate a sense of 
shared purpose and common 

identity, we make it less likely 
that people will revert to their 

familiar ideological or partisan 

corners. This helps our ideas for 
change gain mainstream traction 

and broad support. 

2. Show that bold, collective action is the only response that makes sense. 

 We need bold action to shape a 

better future. But calls for major 
change are tricky to get right in 

this moment. Depending on the 
framing, ideas can feel extreme 

or utopian - or they can feel 
important, right and necessary. 

 We need to energize and mobilize 
people to support a big vision - 

without leaving the impression 

 Instead of “now we can change 

everything”: 
 “The pandemic has demonstrated 

that human societies are capable 
of transforming themselves more 

or less overnight. Now is the time 
to usher in broad systemic 

changes to our economies - and 
indeed, our entire way of life. We 

have a chance to reckon with all 

 Try “this is necessary and within 

reach”: 
 “Government action has been the 

main factor in how well different 
countries have responded to the 

pandemic. When leaders set and 
enforce smart policies, it saves 

lives and protects our well-being. 
We can apply this same principle 

now to redesign our economy and 



 22 

that we are asking for the 

impossible. 
 We can do this by emphasizing 

how much we can achieve despite 
difficulty - not how much people 

have to abandon or sacrifice. 
Balance “bold and necessary” with 

“feasible and possible.” Show that 
real and lasting change can be 

made to work - and what the 
shared benefits will be. 

that our society gets wrong and 

to start fresh. This is the moment 
to finally and utterly reject 

extractive capitalism and 
neoliberalism, which have failed 

us.” 

improve our systems. Let’s set 

new standards and develop better 
mechanisms to make sure that 

the private sector considers 
people and the planet alongside 

profits.” 

3. Help people see this time as a moment when change is possible, necessary and desirable. 

 The way we talk about time - the 
past, present, and future - can 

either increase or decrease public 
will for policies and actions that 

will make a difference. 
 When we use catastrophe terms 

like ‘wake’, ‘aftershocks’ or 
‘aftermath’, we leave the 

impression that the issue is an 

impersonal natural disaster and 
impossible to control. If we 

suggest that there will soon be a 
time “when things get back to 

normal”, we send people toward 
the comfort of nostalgia - rather 

than keeping them engaged in a 
conversation about change. If we 

suggest that “we can never go 

 Instead of “we’ve been getting it 
so wrong for so long”: 

 “As the dust settles, it’s becoming 
clear just how misguided we have 

been. We must learn the lessons 
the pandemic is trying to teach us 

- heed the wake-up calls and 
warnings. We must never go back 

to a normal where so many are so 

vulnerable - and a way of life that 
threatens life on earth. The old 

‘normal’ was a car crash, a 
disaster. We can, and must, do so 

much better. There is no other 
option.” 

 Try “we’re at a juncture where we 
can get it right - or get it wrong”: 

 “This moment calls us to reflect 
on the kind of world we want to 

build as we move ahead. We have 
seen that effective government 

plays a vital role - and also that 
delayed or uncoordinated action 

can have grave consequences. 

We’ve seen how deeply we all 
need each other, and how our 

current set-up fails to meet the 
needs of too many of us. Any of 

the possible paths ahead will be 
difficult. Let’s choose one that 

leads to the future we want.” 
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back to the way things were”, 

people may feel overwhelmed and 
tune out. 

 We need to strike the right notes 
when talking about what and how 

we learn from this moment. If our 
tone invites people to think and 

reflect with us, many will. But if 
we come off as telling them they 

have had it wrong all along, they 
are unlikely to think we are right. 

 Connect the past (the conditions 
created - or revealed - by the 

pandemic) to the present (what 
governments, citizens, and 

societies can and must do now) 

and the future (possible outcomes 
that matter to us all). 
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7. Talking about the importance of prevention 
 
There are actions we need to take now to prevent and reduce future harm from the pandemic, but thinking and 

acting in this way is genuinely difficult. When it comes to society’s big challenges, we often struggle to act together 
before it’s too late. 

 

There are reasons for this. We have a built-in tendency to assume that things will continue as they are----- even 
when the norm has been disrupted. We also prefer rewards now over delayed benefits----- even if the prize is bigger 

later. We default to focusing on the here and now, though we all have the desire to leave a positive legacy for the 
future. 

 
We all need help to think preventatively. This is vital to achieve the action we need right now----- and to help us 

design a better future as we come through this moment. 
 

Here are three ways to spark a preventative mind set. 
 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Clearly connect what we do now to what it leads to later. 

 Communications need to 
overcome our tendency not to link 

now and later. It is crucial that we 
explain clearly and succinctly how 

today’s actions lead to tomorrow’s 
consequences. We need to 

explicitly connect action now to 
what is avoided later. 

 The results of prevention are 
abstract and absent: problems 

that did not happen. That makes 
it all the more important to talk 

 Instead of relying on expert, 
insider terms and jargon: 

 “Two out of three small 
businesses didn’t meet their 

rental obligations in April. This 
trend will affect not only landlords 

but the global financial system, as 
we saw in the 2008 economic 

crisis. A comprehensive, 
upstream housing and rental 

market stabilization package is 
urgently needed to prevent the 

 Try helping people to understand 
how we can head off a shared 

problem: 
 “Many people who have lost 

wages, jobs or customers aren’t 
able to pay their rent or 

mortgages. We cannot restart our 
economy if there are empty 

businesses where our jobs used 
to be. We cannot revive our 

communities if people have been 
forced to leave their homes. But if 
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about current actions in concrete, 

relatable terms - and to speak 
clearly and directly. Tell stories 

about what prevention policies, 
practices, and programmes look 

like, how they work, and what 
they can do. Give examples. 

worst from happening. Mortgage 

holidays, rent cancellations, and 
moratoriums on evictions and 

repossessions - for both the 
domestic and business property 

markets - are essential.” 

we act now, we can protect our 

communities so that there is less 
to rebuild. We need government 

to act quickly and channel 
resources to prevent evictions 

and repossessions.” 

2. Make prevention society’s shared responsibility. 

 When people think about 
prevention, they tend to picture 

wise choices by individuals, such 
as the disciplined jogger warding 

off heart disease and diabetes. 
We need to bring preventative 

policies into view, showing how 
smart public policy and creative 

programming improve conditions 
in a big way. 

 Instead of starting and ending 
with prevention as self-care: 

 “This uncertain time has added 
new stresses to everyone’s lives. 

During the pandemic, it’s more 
important than ever to take care 

of your mental health. When you 
learn ways to manage stress, you 

can prevent serious issues like 
depression or anxiety from taking 

hold. Connecting with others is 
one of the best ways to stave off 

feelings of loneliness or 

isolation. Fortunately, technology 
can help us all stay close while 

remaining apart. Call your loved 
ones often. Consider using a 

video-chat platform so you can 
see their faces.” 

 Try helping people to think about 
public policy, not just personal 

action: 
 “During this uncertain time, we 

are all doing our best to connect. 
For many of us, technology is 

helping us look after ourselves 
and each other. This time calls us 

to expand the use of technology 
so that mental health 

professionals can provide support 
to everyone who needs it. Having 

this flexibility means providers 

can help more people cope with 
the stress, financial worries and 

isolation that the pandemic 
brings. Without these changes, 

we are likely to see an increase in 
depression, suicide, family 

violence and lasting trauma.” 
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3. Explain the potential for future harm without dwelling on it. 

 When we paint too vivid a picture 
of impending doom, we can lead 

people to disbelieve it or conclude 
nothing can be done to prevent it. 

They either tune out or turn 
inward, tending to their own 

security. 
 We need to inspire urgent action 

and foster a farsighted, generous 
response. Balance “we can see a 

problem ahead” with “there’s a 

way to steer around it.” 

 Instead of focusing only on how 
bad it will get: 

 “The pandemic has created the 
conditions for a massive rise in 

rates of child abuse. We’ve seen 
this before during stressful times. 

During the 2008 recession, 
paediatricians reported a steep 

rise in infant injuries and deaths 
from abusive head trauma, a 

trend that lingered for years after 

the economy recovered. Right 
now there are fewer calls to 

report child abuse, but experts 
say those numbers are 

misleading. We’re likely 
experiencing a spike in abuse. It 

will only grow exponentially and 
reverberate for years to come if 

our government does not take 
action now.” 

 Try explaining the factors that 
increase - and reduce - the 

potential for harm: 
 “The conditions our society is 

experiencing increase the risk of 
child abuse. Severe and 

persistent stress wears down our 
ability to manage emotions. This 

helps to explain why financial 
burdens across society have 

contributed to a rise in child 

abuse in the past. But we know 
that removing stressors from 

families and adding supports 
makes a huge difference quickly. 

Providing financial assistance and 
stepping up social services will 

mean fewer people are affected 
by stress and violence.” 
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8. Keeping democratic ideals alive during the pandemic 
 
To come through this crisis, we need democracy to work as it should. We need representatives who look ahead 

and look out for us all. We need institutions that prioritize public health, not private interests. We need 
government that responds to our needs and respects the limits on its power. 

 
The way we talk about leaders, leadership and institutions now sets the context for what comes next. We will not 

revitalize democracy by leaving people to assume that politics is, and always will be, broken beyond repair. But if 
we remind people of our democratic ideals - and show how they connect to this crisis and our future beyond it – 

we can rebuild demand for leaders and systems that put people first. 
 

Here are three framing strategies that can help us inspire a recommitment to democracy. 
 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Lift up democratic values. 

 Our democratic ideals are 
powerful motivators. Use 

language that activates shared 
values early and often in 

communications. By centring 
democratic values in our 

communications, we keep them 
front of mind for people - and 

help them to endure. 
 There is no shortage of stories we 

could tell about how democratic 

principles have been violated by 
arbitrary, partisan, self-interested 

or profit-driven decisions during 
this crisis. But dramatizing bad 

 Instead of listing the ways good 
governance has been violated: 

 “The number of mistakes by this 
government practically outpaces 

the number of infections, which 
are now close to 200,000. Not 

locking down soon enough. 
Blaming scientists for political 

decisions. Bailing out the 
businesses of billionaires. Not 

protecting people in care homes. 

When will the government’s 
supporters say that enough is 

enough?” 

 Try centring the value and show 
how it is threatened: 

 “In a democracy, we count on our 
public institutions to operate with 

integrity. They are meant to 
follow enduring laws, not 

temporary impulses or political 
conveniences. The pandemic has 

shown us how vital it is to 
safeguard institutions from being 

misused for narrow political ends. 

We need and deserve public 
agencies that do the right thing 

for the right reasons.” 
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behaviour at the top can obscure 

the importance of a strong 
underlying foundation. 

 Look for opportunities to affirm 
and elaborate on cherished values 

like integrity and transparency. 
Remind people that we can and 

should expect our leaders to act 
in the public interest. Focus on 

principles, not problematic 
personalities. 

2. Make the truth compelling and clear. 

 Misinformation does not just 
misinform us. It distracts us. It 

undermines the very idea of a 
verifiable reality, which is 

essential to democratic 
deliberation. This helps to explain 

why autocratic leaders undermine 
those who pursue and promote 

evidence, like scientists and 

journalists. 
 The way we respond to 

misinformation in this moment 
can either further erode trust or 

rebuild understanding. We can 
inadvertently push people to 

settle for less, or we can restore 
the expectation that leaders tell 

the truth. 

 Instead of attempting to rebut 
and correct: 

 “They say millions of COVID-19 
tests are available, but this 

couldn’t be further from the truth. 
Anyone paying attention can see 

we are a far cry from the millions 
of on-demand tests we were 

promised and assured of. The 

latest reliable assessment of our 
testing capabilities suggests there 

are just a few hundred thousand 
nationally. When you divide this 

figure by the number of people in 
the country, it doesn’t get 

anywhere close to enough.” 

 Try saying what is true, explain 
what it means, and move on to 

what should be done: 
 “We have too few tests to know 

what we are dealing with. The 
lack of tests means a lack of 

information about how to best 
slow the spread of the virus. We 

can all see the truth: we simply 

are not getting access to the tests 
we need. Our leaders can choose 

to make this right. There are 
steps they can take today to 

make more tests available and 
make sure more people are 

screened.” 
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 Leaders who deploy 

misinformation do so strategically 
to create an atmosphere of 

uncertainty and to lure us away 
from more important issues and 

actions. We should be just as 
strategic in selecting the 

instances of misinformation we 
tackle. Generally, it is better to 

find ways to redirect our collective 
attention. In most cases, the best 

way to kill a myth is to starve it of 
attention. 

 This isn’t always possible. When 
there is an unavoidable need to 

address misinformation head on, 

never repeat the untruth - even 
to point out faults and flaws in it. 

Instead, use this formula: 
 Lead with and repeat the truth, 

expressing it clearly and 
succinctly. 

 Expand on the truth with a 
concise explanation of what it 

means and why it matters. 
 Move on to an issue that 

deserves attention, like what 
we need to do next. 
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3. Show how issues and incidents are connected. 

 To build concern about anti-
democratic tactics during the 

pandemic, we need to widen our 
reach and broaden the audiences 

who hear our perspective. We 
need to make it clear that the 

threat is to democracy writ large, 
not only to this issue or that one. 

When we illustrate how power-
grabbing strategies are used 

repeatedly in different situations, 

we create the conditions for 
solidarity. 

 To do this, we can organize our 
stories around a theme (like the 

failure to set strong worker 
protections) rather than treating 

the dangers facing grocery store 
workers as separate from the 

problem of outbreaks in 
warehouses. This helps us all see 

the forest, not just the trees. 
 Explain a general way that 

leaders are putting narrow 
interests above the common good 

- through privatization, for 

instance - and then give specific 
examples that cut across issues. 

 Instead of missing opportunities 
to connect one issue to another: 

 “Corporations are taking 
advantage of the coronavirus 

crisis to further private sector 
involvement in the NHS, which 

should be a public good. As just 
one example, one chief executive 

recently boasted to investors that 
the ‘upside of the pandemic’ will 

be a boost to their bottom line. 

Funding privatization of our 
health care right now may be 

good for businesses, but it’s not 
good for people. And it’s anti-

democratic. Private health care 
ventures have less transparency 

and less incentive to ensure that 
they serve all people.” 

 Try making it impossible to miss 
how issues are intertwined: 

 “Our democracy works best when 
health care is available to us all, 

regardless of our ability to pay. 
As we work quickly to shore up 

our economy, we have to protect 
the things we value and need. 

Emergency funding is, 
unfortunately, underwriting some 

companies’ attempts to corner 

parts of the market that supports 
the NHS. This isn’t the time to 

privatize public services. Every 
response policy we set must put 

people and the public interest 
first.” 
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9. Talking about what children and young people need 
 
Our future depends on whether children and young people grow, develop, and learn. When we support young 

people's well-being, they build the foundation for their social and civic participation - and a better, more inclusive 
future for us all. 

 
The pandemic has upended much of what we have in place to help children and young people: child care, 

education, mentoring, sports and the arts. From before birth until their early twenties, while children and young 
people are actively developing, these community resources and relationships remain absolutely essential. 

 
The way we talk about children and young people now will shape whether response policies and restoration 

packages reflect the needs, concerns and voices of the next generation. We need to get this right to boost - rather 
than break - our chances of sensible and science-informed approaches to early learning, education and young 

people’s development. 

 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Connect family experiences to wider contexts and the policies that shape them. 

 People tend to assume that the 
‘family bubble’ is all that really 

matters to children's 
development: it all comes down 

to parenting, and good parenting 
is a matter of strong values and 

personal choices. This way of 
thinking obscures the vital role 

played by policies and 

programmes. 
 Stay-at-home and school-at-

home measures could easily 
narrow our long-term policy focus 

 Instead of focussing on household 
dynamics and struggles: 

 “The same scene is playing out 
across the country. Mums are 

consumed by back-to-back 
conference calls, bored toddlers 

are screaming for attention, and 
normally surly teenagers have 

descended headlong into full-

blown depression. Parents are 
suddenly being called upon to be 

teachers, sports coaches and 
playgroup leaders at the same 

 Try showing how the plot is 
shaped by the characters missing 

from the story: 
 “The same scene is playing out 

across the country. From under-
fives missing interactions with 

gentle and attentive playgroup 
staff to young people bereft 

without their friends and 

activities, our children and young 
people are reminding us that they 

grow in an environment of 
relationships. We are all seeing 
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to what happens inside the 

household. Or they could widen 
our view to take in all that 

surrounds families and shapes 
children's development. 

 It can be tricky to centre the 
experiences of families without 

reinforcing the idea of the ‘family 
bubble’. Highlight how our recent 

experiences reveal the vital role 
played by policies and 

institutions, such as early years, 
education and community 

activities. 

time they are struggling with new 

work routines or the stress of 
unemployment. This situation 

isn't healthy for any of us, and it's 
untenable at a societal level. Our 

response must put families first.” 

with fresh eyes that the way we, 

as a society, set up education has 
everything to do with the well-

being of children and young 
people. We are also recognizing 

just how much employment policy 
is family policy and vice versa.” 

2. Connect what children and young people need to what we all need. 

 There is unique power in aligning 

social issues with children's 
issues. The opposite stance - 

being against or indifferent to 
children - is untenable. But there 

is a risk in talking about issues as 

if the only reason they matter is 
because they affect children. It 

makes the issue about them, not 
us. It leaves the door open to 

blaming ‘bad parents’ for leaving 
the rest of us to deal with 

problems they caused. 
 Pair policies that support children 

and young people with big ideas 

 Instead of starting and ending 

with the impact on children: 
 “As the coronavirus epidemic 

ravages poor communities across 
our nation, more children are 

going to bed hungry and worrying 

about where their next meal will 
come from. Hunger in our country 

didn't start with COVID-19, but 
the pandemic is making hunger 

and poverty more widespread. 
It's a moral imperative to ensure 

that all children can access the 
nutritious food they need to stay 

healthy and strong. Children can't 

 Try showing where we all need to 

go – and remind us that children 
cannot wait: 

 “This moment calls us to make 
sure that everyone can weather 

this storm. We can start by 

shoring up our country’s food 
programmes. Even before the 

pandemic, food policies made it 
hard for many people to get 

enough healthy food. Now hunger 
is increasing - and we need to 

step in. For children and young 
people, whose bodies and minds 

are still developing, missing 
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that matter. Focus on collective 

outcomes and future impacts. A 
broad, forward-looking story 

keeps big-picture policies and 
services firmly on the table. 

learn on an empty stomach. Our 

children and families deserve 
expanded benefits now and in the 

future.” 

meals can have a long-term effect 

on health and learning. Strong 
food programmes are part of a 

strong recovery and a brighter 
future.” 

3. Emphasize developmental sensitivity. 

 Young people's experiences 
matter right now, and many face 

extreme challenges. But the way 
we talk about those challenges 

matters. A narrow focus on 
problems could hem in our 

thinking, sending us into a 
collective defensive crouch. From 

this posture, we are less likely to 
think proactively. We struggle to 

imagine how we might achieve 
breakthrough outcomes. 

 Much of the coverage of children 
and young people during the 

pandemic has focused solely on 

them in grave peril. We are 
immersed in a steady stream of 

stories about risk: that children 
will become victims of child 

abuse, that young people in foster 
care will be displaced, that 

children with special needs will be 
neglected. In this moment of 

global crisis, these stories risk 

 Instead of filling the frame with 
vulnerability: 

 “During adolescence, peer social 
contact is a vital protective factor 

against mental health disorders. 
As school closures create long 

periods of social isolation, we 
must prepare for a surge in 

anxiety, depression and suicide 
among young people. For the 

many young people already 
dealing with a mental health 

issue, the sudden disruption of 
relationships could be life-

threatening. But in this moment 

of global crisis, all young people 
are vulnerable. This short period 

of loneliness could have lifelong 
mental health implications with 

cascading effects for our health 
system, workforce participation 

and economy.” 

 Try explaining what is developing 
- and what is shaping it right 

now: 
 “School-at-home programmes are 

doing their best to support 
academic growth, but most are 

doing too little to foster young 
people's social development. This 

is a mistake. Friendships boost 
young people's ability to manage 

stress and work through 
problems. Without social contact, 

the risk of child and adolescent 
mental health disorders increases 

and young people miss out on 

developing vital skills, like team 
work. Young people always need 

connection - not just content - 
but this is especially true right 

now. Our distance learning 
policies must include social and 

emotional learning opportunities.” 
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compounding despair and 

determinism. 
 We can build motivation for 

change by telling stories that 
include what promotes healthy 

development - as well as what 
undermines it. This helps people 

see that the right actions can 
make a real difference. 
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10. Talking about climate action in the era of COVID-19 
 
We cannot afford to not to have a conversation that connects climate action to the pandemic response. The 

measures that we put in place to recover from the crisis will shape climate policy and environmental outcomes for 
decades. 

 
But to motivate public action - and to broaden our coalition - we need to pay careful attention to the ways we talk 

about these connections. 
 

If we stop at drawing parallels between the COVID-19 (coronavirus) crisis and the climate crisis, we risk appearing 
that we are vying for attention. This weakens our credibility. Messengers who appear to be self-interested or 

‘grinding the same old axe’ are unpersuasive, easily dismissed, and often vilified. 
 

And in a moment with so much pain, stress and uncertainty, some seemingly compelling communications 

strategies risk falling flat, or even causing harm. 
 

Here are three ways we can connect climate change to the current moment - without falling into the trap of pitting 
one crisis against another. 

 

Logic  Instead of …  Try … 

1. Take care in framing the ‘choice’ we are making. 

 As we advocate for policies that 
do not lock us into further climate 

disruption, we can inadvertently 
activate beliefs that undermine 

support. 

 We should not play into the 
harmful myth that economic 

security and environmental 
harmony are fundamentally at 

 Instead of “we can have our cake 
and eat it too”: 

 “We don't have to choose 
between the economy and the 

environment: we can have both. 

Those that suggest we have to 
choose one or the other offer a 

false choice - and likely know 
exactly what they are doing. But 

 Try “out with the old, in the with 
the new”: 

 “As we recover and redesign 
our economies, we should 

carefully consider what we take 

forward. Now is the moment to 
rethink our use of fossil fuels, the 

energy of the past. Rampant 
carbon dioxide has been trapping 
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odds - even if the intention is to 

refute it. We must also avoid 
implying a choice between 

indulgence and sacrifice, or 
between right and wrong. 

 These contrasts invite people to 
choose a side. Given that we are 

hard-wired to put immediate 
concerns over longer-term ones, 

the environment will not win. 
 Make the story about choosing 

the kind of energy that will fuel 
our future. 

we can pull off a win-win 

here. Green proposals are the 
kind of government stimulus that 

could help pull our economies out 
of the current slump and build a 

more resilient future. And by 
attaching green conditions to bail 

outs, and requiring companies to 
report on carbon emissions, we 

can get our economy going and 
get it on the path to 

sustainability.” 

heat in our atmosphere for more 

than a century. It has disrupted 
our climate system, putting us all 

at risk. Every subsidy we offer - 
every stimulus we adopt - should 

move us toward clean 
energy. Recovery packages 

should invigorate the industries 
that will move us into the future, 

not try to resuscitate ones that 
are already being phased out.” 

2. Offer solutions, not just critiques. 

 There are lessons from the 
pandemic that are important for 

climate action, and we can and 
should highlight them. The tone 

and the stance we take in doing 
so matters. 

 Blame - a backwards look to find 

fault - is never as powerful as 
looking forward. This is not the 

time to play ‘gotcha’. Do not try 
to spark a sense of guilt. Do not 

risk seeming resentful. 
 Invite reflection, offer wisdom, 

and call people to action. Paint a 
picture of the future, not the past. 

 Instead of “we could have done it, 
we just didn’t want to”: 

 “Our leaders say shutting down 
extractive fossil fuel industries 

would be too disruptive. But the 
coronavirus has exposed how 

government leaders, and the 

public, can make immediate, 
dramatic changes - even when 

those changes have serious 
consequences for the economy 

and our quality of life. Provided 
there is strong enough political 

will, that is. Ignore the foot-
draggers who say we can't do it. 

Our current situation shows that 

 Try “now we see how powerful we 
can be together”: 

 “Effective government action has 
made the difference between 

places that are managing the 
outbreak and those that are 

overwhelmed by it. This shows us 

how to handle other major threats 
- like climate change. To get back 

to a stable climate, we have to 
stop using fossil fuels. They put 

human health, and our future, at 
risk. The responsible thing to do 

is to switch to other types of 
energy. This shift requires bold, 

co-ordinated action, led by 



 37 

humanity can cope with dramatic 

changes. We just don't want to.” 

government. The pandemic has 

proved that this is not easy - but 
that it can be done.” 

3. Connect with our need to be prepared and protect our world. 

 We need sound climate policy to 

be a pillar of the recovery effort. 

To get it, we need be in sync with 
the current public mood, which is 

focused on protection, 
preparedness, safety, and 

health. Connect any ‘ask’ to 
current challenges and insights. 

 Unless you are certain you are 
only talking to other experts, be 

sure you're using language that 
speaks to the public. Invite 

people into the conversation with 
concrete, accessible examples. 

 Offer solutions - and even ask for 
bold changes - but avoid 

sounding idealistic. An overly 

optimistic tone always risks 
sounding utopian but, in this 

moment, it can seem particularly 
out of touch. 

 Instead of “the sky is the limit”: 

 “Bold climate solutions can drive 

recovery. The climate change 
movement has long been calling 

for a massive transformation of 
our energy infrastructure, housing 

and transportation systems 
through public investment in 

renewable energy, energy 
efficiency and low-carbon 

transportation. We've been asking 
for vital innovation, like green 

finance. Now is the time to push 
forward on these priorities - and 

into a more resilient, more 
sustainable, and more socially 

connected future.” 

 Try “let’s prepare for the big 

stuff”: 

 “The COVID-19 crisis has shown 
how vital it is that our 

governments are prepared to 
protect us from harm - and to 

take action even when the threat 
feels distant. As part of our 

recovery measures, we must step 
up our ability to handle problems 

stemming from climate 
disruption. As just one example: 

we know extreme weather events 
are ahead, because a warmer 

ocean fuels stronger storms. We 
can see this threat to health, 

safety and economic prosperity. 

Now is the time to get ready for 
what lies ahead.” 

 


