
This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: Kusmanoff, A. M., Fidler, F., 
Gordon, A., Garrard, G. E., & Bekessy, S. A.  (2020) Five lessons to guide more effective 
biodiversity conservation message framing. Conservation Biology, Vol. 34, Iss. 5, Pp 
1131-1141; which has been published in final form at https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13482.  

This article may be used for non-commercial purposes in accordance with Wiley Terms and 
Conditions for Self-Archiving. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13482


Five lessons to guide more effective biodiversity conservation message framing 1 

Alexander M. Kusmanoff *, a, c, Fiona Fidler b , Ascelin Gordon a, Georgia E. Garrard a, c, Sarah A. 2 

Bekessy a, c, d 3 

*Corresponding author, email: alex.kusmanoff@rmit.edu.au 4 

a ICON Science, School of Global Urban and Social Studies, RMIT University, GPO Box 2476, 5 

Melbourne VIC 3001 Australia 6 

b School of BioSciences, University of Melbourne, Parkville Campus, Victoria 3010, Australia 7 

c  National Environment Science Programme, Threatened Species Recovery Hub 8 

d  ARC Centre of Excellence for Environmental Decisions 9 

Running head: Framing conservation 10 

Keywords: Advocacy; Biodiversity conservation; Conservation psychology; Cognitive bias; 11 

Communication; Framing; Messaging; Social norm  12 

Article Impact Statement: There are relatively easy and low-cost gains to be had by putting more 13 

effort into strategically framing conservation messages. 14 

 15 

 16 

  17 

mailto:alex.kusmanoff@rmit.edu.au


Abstract 18 

Because the conservation of biodiversity is a social and political process, conservation policies are 19 

more effective if they can create shifts in attitudes and/or behaviours. As such, communication and 20 

advocacy approaches that influence attitudes and behaviours are key to addressing conservation 21 

problems. It is well established that the way an issue is ‘framed’ can influence how people view, 22 

judge, and respond to an issue. Furthermore, responses to conservation interventions can be 23 

influenced by subtle wording changes in statements that may appeal to different values, activate 24 

social norms, influence a person’s affect or mood, or trigger certain biases, each of which can 25 

differently influence the resulting engagement, attitudes and behaviour. We contend that by 26 

strategically considering how conservation communications are framed, they can be made more 27 

effective with little or no additional cost. In this article, we provide an overview of key framing 28 

considerations as five ‘lessons’ to help communicators think strategically about how to frame their 29 

messages for greater effect. 30 

Introduction  31 

Building community support for biodiversity is crucial for achieving successful conservation 32 

outcomes. We know that how we talk about or ‘frame’ information can have a big impact on the 33 

way people understand it, and how they respond to messages (e.g. Kahneman and Tversky 1984; 34 

Entman 1993). This has been long understood by advertisers and politicians and is increasingly 35 

appreciated by ecologists and conservation scientists (Kidd et al. 2019a).  36 

‘Framing’ refers to the way an issue is described or how a problem is conceived, articulated and 37 

approached and can relate to various aspects of the communication; from the semantic (e.g. 38 

referring alternatively to ‘global warming’ or ‘climate change’ (see Lakoff 2010; Schuldt and Roh 39 

2014)); to the use of different descriptions for fees (e.g. ‘levy’ versus ‘tax’ or ‘surcharge’ versus 40 

‘convenience fee’); to the framing of entire issues (e.g. alternatively framing climate change as an 41 



environmental issue, a public health issue or a national security issue (see Myers et al. 2012)). 42 

Although ‘framing’ defies precise definition, different frames serve either to emphasize or obscure 43 

different aspects of a given reality. Because people respond differently to different frames, there is 44 

opportunity for those who seek to promote conservation to strategically consider how they frame 45 

their messages to be more effective for their target audience. 46 

Much scientific communication, including within conservation, has assumed that people will adopt 47 

the targeted behavior if they can simply be informed about the benefits of that behavior. This 48 

perhaps reflects the instinct of conservation (and other) scientists who, being trained to follow the 49 

data, assume that facts will ‘speak for themselves’ (see Nisbet and Scheufele 2009 for a discussion of 50 

this ‘deficit’ model in the context of science communication). This approach has limited utility given 51 

that human behavior is not strictly rational but results from the interaction of numerous factors, 52 

including a person’s values, attitudes, relevant social and personal norms (e.g. Azjen 1991) and other 53 

contextual factors (Steg and Vlek 2009). This understanding is increasingly being used to inform the 54 

way government and business seek to influence specific behaviours through so-called social ‘nudges’ 55 

(Thaler and Sunstein 2008; Akerlof and Kennedy 2013)) and ‘behavioural insights’ more broadly. We 56 

contend that by considering key aspects of ‘framing’ when communicating about conservation, that 57 

conservation scientists and practitioners can easily leverage this knowledge to enhance the 58 

effectiveness of their conservation messages. 59 

While framing has been considered in health promotion campaigns (see Keller & Lehmann 2008 for a 60 

meta-analysis of framing approaches in health communication) and increasingly in energy and water 61 

conservation (e.g. van de Velde et al. 2010; Steinhorst, Klöckner and Matthies, 2015), there are 62 

fewer studies specifically related to biodiversity, although this is a growing area of research (e.g. 63 

Verissimo et al. 2011, Verissmo 2019). And although there exists good general information on 64 

designing communication campaigns (for example www.resource-media.org), including for engaging 65 

people in conservation (e.g. 66 

http://www.resource-media.org/


https://cdn.naaee.org/sites/default/files/eepro/resource/files/toolsofengagement.pdf), these are 67 

broad and seek to cover communication strategies as a whole, providing only limited guidance on 68 

message framing itself. The Nature Conservancy has produced some ‘recommendations on how to 69 

communicate effectively to build support for conservation’ (Metz and Weigel 2013), based on polling 70 

data in the US context. This provides some good advice for how to (re)frame conservation issues, 71 

although the identified ‘rules’ are likely to be both contextually and temporally specific.  72 

While valuable, this information is not in a form easily accessible for ecologists, conservation 73 

scientists and others to apply to their communications (Bekessy et al. 2018). The goal of this paper is 74 

to articulate key framing considerations identified from previous research across relevant disciplines 75 

(including communications, behavioural sciences and conservation), and to make them easily 76 

accessible by conservation researchers, practitioners and others who seek to communicate 77 

effectively about conservation (herein ‘conservation communicators’). 78 

Here we provide a short introduction to framing and present five ‘lessons’ to help guide 79 

conservation communicators to think strategically about framing their messages for greater effect. 80 

Because framing is so dependent on context, it is difficult to synthesize any absolute rules that can 81 

be applied across all contexts. However, there are key considerations that are always worth bringing 82 

to your strategic message framing. These provide good general heuristics for effective framing, but 83 

should always be considered in light of the given context and not be followed blindly. We have 84 

outlined key considerations for the application of each lesson below, although not all will be relevant 85 

in every circumstance. These will be helpful to all who seek to communicate about conservation with 86 

influence, even those who may not seek to actively use framing, as it is necessary to be aware of 87 

framing effects in order to avoid inadvertently creating counter-productive effects. 88 

 89 

Lesson 1: How you say something can be as important as what you say 90 

https://cdn.naaee.org/sites/default/files/eepro/resource/files/toolsofengagement.pdf


The term ‘framing’ is used differently across disciplines (Cappella and Jamieson 1997; Druckman 91 

2001), but is generally used to refer to the way that emphasizing different aspects of the world 92 

influences how people understand and respond to information. For example, a glass half-full and a 93 

glass half-empty are alternative ways of describing the same glass of water, but each emphasizes a 94 

different aspect of the ‘reality’. Almost anything can be the subject of framing, including situations, 95 

attributes, choices, actions, issues, responsibility and news (Hallahan 1999). Frames influence 96 

people’s preferences “because a substantively different consideration is brought to bear on the issue 97 

at hand” (Druckman 2001, pp 235) (see Fig. 1 for an illustration of framing). 98 

Social surveys, for example, have demonstrated that minor differences in phrasing can result in 99 

significantly different answers. When asked “How long was the movie?”, the average response of 100 

movie-goers was 30% higher than when asked “How short was the movie?” (Harris 1973). While 101 

some may be tempted to dismiss these effects as the simple artefact of leading questions, their 102 

influence can be far from trivial. For example, when asked “Do you think the US should allow public 103 

speeches against democracy?”, 62% of respondents answered negatively, but when the same 104 

question was alternatively framed “Do you think the US should forbid public speeches against 105 

democracy?”, only 46% answered in the affirmative (Rugg 1941). Although answering ‘no’ to the 106 

proposition in the first question is equivalent to answering ‘yes’ to the second, many fewer people 107 

supported the proposition when framed in terms of a prohibition than as a permission. This 108 

demonstrates the potential influence that alternatively framed, yet objectively equivalent, language 109 

can have on people’s response to information. Words and phrases used to deliver information are 110 

more than stylistic considerations. 111 

Framing is not limited to generating preferences between differently framed choices. For example, 112 

appeals that emphasize personal benefits of taking climate action (e.g. lifestyle and quality of life 113 

improvements) rather than the need for making sacrifices (e.g. drive less, use less power) were 114 

associated with increased engagement and behavioural intentions (Gifford and Comeau 2011). That 115 



the way an author frames information can influence how it is understood by the audience is seen in 116 

the way politicians frame issues to serve their own agenda. For example, President Obama’s claim 117 

that opening up new areas to offshore drilling “will move us from an economy that runs on fossil 118 

fuels and foreign oil to one that relies more on homegrown fuels and clean energy” (New York Times 119 

2010) frames an environmentally-unfriendly policy (offshore drilling) as being instrumental to a 120 

clean energy strategy. 121 

‘Framing’ can also refer to the way issues are conceptualized (Zhou and Moy 2007) and the 122 

framework with which people understand the world (Goffman 1974). Such frames are routinely 123 

manipulated through the deliberate actions of political and media ‘elites’ for their own means 124 

(Entman 1993; Hallahan 1999; Lakoff 2004), and are generally shaped over a long period of time 125 

(Lakoff 2010).  126 

Because all information necessarily exists in some kind of a frame, there is no option to simply avoid 127 

framing. This means that when we communicate about conservation, we can either try to be 128 

strategic about how we frame messages, or we can continue to be uniformed about framing and 129 

persevere with less effective messaging. 130 

[Fig. 1 about here] 131 

Lesson 2: Emphasize the things that matter to your audience (not necessarily the things that matter 132 
to you) 133 

Messages can frame issues to strategically engage different audiences and to achieve different goals. 134 

Typically, a message should be tailored for the audience and framed in a way that is most likely to 135 

resonate with their interests or concerns. Just because you care about protecting the habitat of a 136 

threatened species doesn’t mean that your audience will, but other aspects of the issue may 137 

resonate with your audience (e.g. retaining natural areas for human recreation or wellbeing). 138 

Strategically framing a message therefore includes identifying the target audience, and how to best 139 

engage them, being clear about what you want the audience to do once you have engaged them, 140 



and understanding who the best messenger could be for a particular audience (This is useful for any 141 

communication and does not relate specifically to framing). 142 

Identify your target audience 143 

A central principle of effective communications is the clear identification of the context and 144 

audience (e.g.Noar 2006). Particularly relevant to framing is a consideration of what is likely to 145 

engage or motivate the intended audience and how that audience will be reached. In conservation, 146 

the goal may be to mobilize committed supporters, or raise awareness amongst the unengaged; 147 

other times it will be to win over those who are inherently antagonistic to conservation. 148 

Unfortunately, there is rarely one frame to suit all of these situations. 149 

While it is tempting to think that one might craft a single perfect message to be broadcast to 150 

positively influence everyone simultaneously, this is naïve. Most audiences will comprise a broad 151 

range of people, and thus messages may be more effective if they are tailored to the different 152 

interests and needs of the audience. Audience segmentation, a process in which demographic 153 

information (e.g. age, gender, income, etc) and psychographic information (e.g. attitudes, interests, 154 

opinions etc.) is used to divide the general public into discrete and uniform groupings to facilitate 155 

communication that best matches each subgroup, is a commonly used approach, particularly within 156 

marketing (see Maibach, Roser-Renouf and Leiserowitz (2009) for an example of market 157 

segmentation for climate change and Verissimo et al. (2014) that uses segmentation to prioritise the 158 

selection of a bird species as the flagship of a campaign). Where a communication is constrained to a 159 

single mode of broadcast or dissemination, communicators should think carefully about the 160 

audience with whom they most wish to reach and influence, and frame it with that group in mind. 161 

Understand what you want your audience to do 162 

In the context of biodiversity conservation, communication and advocacy is sometimes about 163 

providing information and seeking to influence attitudes over time and is not always about 164 



motivating a particular behaviour or choice. Often the goal will be to generate popular support or 165 

acceptance of particular policies or interventions, or to help make people more receptive to future 166 

messages targeted at a particular behaviour. To most effectively frame your message, you should 167 

first ensure that you have a clear idea of what you are trying to achieve with your communication. 168 

Consider what to emphasize (or not) to engage your audience 169 

Perhaps the most intuitive approach is to highlight (or omit) those attributes that will appeal to (or 170 

turn-off) an audience. The environmentally framed marketing of hybrid vehicles such as the Toyota 171 

Prius provides a good example. By emphasising the environmental benefits of lower fuel 172 

consumption, and not the greater energy required to produce the hybrid drive system, these can be 173 

framed as an environmentally responsible choice to an audience with an existing environmental 174 

concern. Other audiences may be financially constrained, and therefore more likely to resonate with 175 

messages that emphasise the reduction in fuel costs. This highlights the importance of 176 

understanding who a message is aimed at and framing it accordingly. Strategically considering 177 

audiences in this way is not often done well in conservation, where all too often messages are 178 

pitched primarily to those who already  support the cause (e.g. Kusmanoff et al. 2016). Interestingly, 179 

it seems that the distinctive shape of the Prius was intentionally (and successfully) devised to appeal 180 

to environmentally conscious consumers who also wanted to make a public statement about their 181 

‘environmental bona fides’ (Sexton and Sexton 2014). 182 

Tailoring a message to different audience ‘segments’ is useful because different audiences typically 183 

respond differently to different frames. Where it is not possible to target individual audience 184 

segments with tailored messages, the strategic approach may be to seek a frame that avoids eliciting 185 

a counter-productive response within any audience segment.  For example, Myers et al. (2012) 186 

found that framing climate change as a national security issue resulted in backlash from an audience 187 

already dismissive of climate change. In contrast, framing climate change as a public health issue and 188 

emphasizing the benefits of action was effective across numerous audience segments. 189 



There are many ways to segment an audience, but a useful starting point can be to consider the 190 

things an audience values. Broadly speaking, people tend to act in ways that either maximize their 191 

own payoff (i.e. they are motivated by self-interest), or maximize the payoff to society (i.e. are 192 

motivated by altruism) (Garling 1999), and in the context of pro-environmental behaviour, to 193 

maximize payoff to the biosphere (i.e. an environmental motivation) (De Groot and Steg 2007). 194 

Considering an audience segmented on this basis is likely to be helpful for framing conservation 195 

messages, because many of the behaviour changes advocated in conservation are about sacrifice. 196 

Messages that motivate people to consume less are important (Schultz 2011), but likely to be less 197 

effective for a self-interested audience. Strategically framing a message to highlight personal 198 

benefits as opposed to social or environmental benefits may help engage such an audience more 199 

effectively (Kusmanoff et al. 2016). 200 

Emphasis of one type of value can suppress opposing values (Maio et al. 2009); for example the 201 

often ‘sacrificial’ actions required to promote biodiversity conservation (and environmental 202 

protection more broadly) may be harder to promote when competing self-enhancing motives (e.g. 203 

pursuit of pleasure, wealth, etc.) are activated (Maio et al. 2009). Because of this, some 204 

environmental advocates argue that communicators should generally avoid making self-interested 205 

appeals at all (e.g. Blackmore et al. 2013). A useful starting point to considering how to engage 206 

different segments about biodiversity is provided by Christmas et al. (2013). 207 

Consider the messenger 208 

There’s much evidence that the weight we give information is influenced by the characteristics of 209 

the messenger (Dolan et al., 2012). This can occur both consciously and sub-consciously. A common 210 

example of a conscious judgement is the way politically contentious issues often evoke an ‘us versus 211 

them’ attitude where who says something is more important than what is said. People who strongly 212 

support one side will simply not engage with the information presented by the other side. This is not 213 

limited to politics and can occur especially where there is a miss-match in identity and values 214 



between a messenger and an audience. However, even when you successfully engage an audience, 215 

the more subtle messenger effect can influence how people perceive the quality of the information, 216 

based on judgements of the messenger’s credibility, rather than the content of the information 217 

(Kassin 1983). Its therefore important to think about how your target audience will judge a message 218 

that comes from you or your organisation, and whether it might be possible to partner with another 219 

person or organisation in order to better engage your target audience (See Dolan et al. (2012) for a 220 

useful and succinct summary of messenger related factors that influence the judgement of 221 

information). 222 

[Fig 2 about here] 223 

Lesson 3: Use social norms 224 

Social norms have successfully been used to promote a range of pro-environmental behaviours 225 

(Farrow  Grolleau and Ibanez 2017). Social norms are the informal rules of ‘normal’ behaviour within 226 

a particular social group and can strongly influence behaviour. For example, people are more likely 227 

to litter in an environment that is already littered because the discarded litter signals that this is 228 

normal behaviour in that environment (Cialdini et al. 1990). Norms include descriptive norms which 229 

indicate what behaviour is appropriate, and also injunctive norms which indicate the social approval 230 

(or disapproval) of the behaviour. Both can strongly influence behaviour. Therefore, a message that 231 

emphasises the social acceptance of particular behaviour (e.g. recycling) can help promote the 232 

behaviour. Similarly, where the target behaviour is already prevalent, messages in the form of ‘the 233 

majority of [people in the relevant social group] undertook [the target behaviour]’ have proven 234 

effective in a range of settings (e.g. Schultz et al. 2007; John, Sanders & Wang 2014). For greatest 235 

effect, a message should use both descriptive and injunctive norms (see fig. 3). 236 

However, if the prevalence of an undesirable behaviour is highlighted, this can indicate that such 237 

behaviour is ‘normal’ and unintentionally promote that behaviour (see fig 3). For example, electricity 238 

bills that include information about neighbours’ average use can be effective at reducing 239 



consumption of higher-usage customers, but simultaneously influence lower-consumption 240 

customers to consume more (Schultz et al. 2007). Creating a norm around a particular consumption 241 

figure (i.e. the neighbours average) acts as an anchor, driving consumption towards that level.  242 

The emerging use of ‘dynamic norms’ offers a way to leverage a normative influence even where the 243 

desired behaviour runs counter to the relevant global norm for a group. Messages that use dynamic 244 

norms differ from those containing ‘static’ norms by providing information about how people’s 245 

behaviour may be changing over time. For example, despite a context in which meat consumption 246 

was the normal behaviour, Sparkman and Walton (2017) used a message which read in part “over 247 

the last 5 years, 30% of Americans have started to make an effort to limit their meat consumption” 248 

(i.e. a dynamic descriptive norm) to double meatless orders at a café. 249 

Whether or not norms are deliberately used to enhance the effectiveness of a message, it is 250 

important not to accidentally create an unhelpful norm by emphasizing the prevalence of an 251 

undesirable behaviour. Communicators should emphasize both the prevalence of the desirable 252 

behaviour (where applicable), and the social approval of the behaviour (or disapproval of the 253 

undesirable behaviour) (Cialdini et al. 2006) (see fig 3).  254 

[Fig. 3 about here] 255 

Lesson 4: Reduce psychological distance 256 

Psychological distance is the level of cognitive separation or sense of distance people feel from 257 

themselves to another person, event, or issue. When this is larger, people tend to think about the 258 

matter in a more abstract fashion (Bar-Anan et al. 2006) and may be less motivated to take action 259 

(Spence et al. 2012). Psychological distance includes geographic, temporal or social distance, and is 260 

also affected by the relative certainty of an event occurring (greater certainty reduces psychological 261 

distance) (Bar-Anan et al. 2006). Re-framing a message to reduce the psychological distance can help 262 

engage the audience with an issue (Jones et al. 2016). A message framed to emphasise that a 263 



problem will affect people like the audience themselves; occur nearby; and will be highly likely to 264 

occur sometime soon, will help reduce this distance (fig 4). 265 

[Fig. 4 about here] 266 

In a conservation context, communicators might typically aim to decrease psychological distance 267 

(see fig 4), for example, by framing messages to decrease the distance between the audience and 268 

the effects of, say land clearing, in order to make the consequences of habitat loss more tangible. 269 

However, in some cases it may actually be advantageous to increase psychological distance to some 270 

issues, such as in advocating feral animal management to promote a more abstract perspective (e.g. 271 

that feral cats are pests, and not pets). 272 

Increase vividness with emotion 273 

One approach to increasing the vividness of a message is to evoke emotion. Emotive messages can 274 

be effective at motivating an audience, and may often have greater influence than cognitive appeals 275 

(Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999). This can be aided through the use of narratives that relate to people and 276 

experiences, rather than reporting on numbers and statistics (Loewenstein et al. 2001). Both positive 277 

and negative emotional appeals can be effective at influencing attitudes. Negative appeals, such as 278 

those based in fear, tend to be used more often in conservation campaigns. These can be counter-279 

productive as they tend to reduce the audience’s agency and can lead to avoidance of the fear 280 

inducing information in the future (Loewenstein et al. 2001). However, Kidd et al. (2019b) highlight 281 

the lack of broad consensus about the use of positive and negative messages in conservation; like all 282 

framing issues, the effectiveness will depend on audience and context.  283 

Avoid undermining agency 284 

When reducing the psychological distance, one must be careful not to make the distance so small 285 

that it becomes counter-productive for promoting behavior (McDonald et al. 2015) and undermines 286 

a person’s sense of agency. Personal agency (similar to self-efficacy) is the sense of power regarding 287 



a person’s ability to influence their own actions (Ajzen 1991), and is related to ‘response efficacy’, 288 

the sense that their actions will achieve an intended outcome. Empowering agency is important for 289 

motivating behaviour.  This is a particular challenge for biodiversity conservation given the complex 290 

and diffuse nature of many such problems. Unfortunately, many conservation messages undermine 291 

agency by focussing on the dire situation of many conservation issues.  292 

Hope-based appeals are well suited to promoting efficacy (Myers et al. 2012). However, this does 293 

not work in all cases; Hornsey and Fielding (2016) found that an optimistic message about progress 294 

in curbing carbon emissions was less effective than a pessimistic message because emphasising 295 

‘good news’ increased complacency. This highlights the role that context plays in framing, and 296 

underlines the value of testing your messages wherever possible. 297 

Lesson 5: Leverage useful biases 298 

There are many cognitive biases that influence how we think and behave, and messages can be 299 

strategically framed to either take advantage of, or to avoid, particular biases. For example, prospect 300 

theory (Kahneman and Tversky 1979, 1984), which results in a tendency for people to weigh losses 301 

more heavily than equivalent gains, has often been used to demonstrate framing effects. For 302 

example, alternatively framed environmental policy options are viewed more favourably when 303 

framed as a ‘restored loss’, rather than as a ‘new gain’ (Gregory, Lichtenstein and MacGregor 1993). 304 

(However, also see O’Keefe and Jensen 2008 which suggests gain-framed messages may actually be 305 

more effective than loss-framed messages). Although there are numerous explanations for this 306 

tendency to give greater attention and weighting to negatively framed information (Cialdini et al. 307 

2006), the upshot is that negative framing is often more effective than equivalent positive framing 308 

(Baumeister et al. 2001). This includes positive statements framed in terms of ‘please do’ compared 309 

to equivalent negatively framed statements in the form of ‘please don’t do’. Winter (2006) 310 

demonstrated that such negatively worded signs were much more effective at encouraging park 311 

visitors to remain on established paths (fig 5).  312 



[Fig. 5 about here] 313 

There are many cognitive biases that could be used to inform strategic framing. One example is the 314 

endowment effect; this is the tendency for people to value something more highly when they own it 315 

than if they do not, even if they have only owned it for a brief period (Kahneman et al. 1990). This 316 

bias explains the framing effects observed by Nash and Stern (2009) in the context of selling laptop 317 

computers; by framing the concept of ownership as a collection of separate rights about use of the 318 

laptop, purchasers were more agreeable to subsequently imposed restrictions in their use of the 319 

laptop. This example highlights the capacity for strategic framing to improve the effectiveness of a 320 

message not only by emphasizing resonant frames, but also by identifying potentially unhelpful 321 

framing effects. In a conservation example, framing a message designed to promote a policy that 322 

involved restrictions on vegetation clearing in such a way that it highlighted the implications for 323 

property use rights would risk evoking the endowment effect in landholders and adversely 324 

influencing their attitude towards the policy (Kusmanoff 2017). Understanding how this framing can 325 

generate an unhelpful bias can alert the communicator to use language that avoids or minimizes the 326 

endowment effect. 327 

Another well-known bias is status quo bias, or the preference to avoid change, such that among 328 

alternatives, people display a bias for the status quo (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988). Thus, it may 329 

be advantageous, where possible, to frame a conservation policy as the continuation of existing and 330 

already accepted policies or principles. The scarcity heuristic is another potentially useful bias; here 331 

items or commodities perceived to be in short supply are considered more desirable and therefore 332 

more valuable, particularly where this is a result of high demand (Worchel et al. 1975), though it 333 

may also arise where time also is scarce. This is an approach often used to promote sales, with such 334 

refrains as “Hurry, while stocks last”. Given the increasing scarcity of threatened species and habitat, 335 

and the genuine need to act quickly to avoid extinctions, activating this bias may be a strategy well-336 

suited to conservation messaging. A commonly used marketing ‘trick’ is to evoke the norm of 337 



reciprocity (e.g. Cialdini 2008); this is the feeling of obligation people feel to return in kind a nice 338 

gesture or gift, and one reason why salespeople give free product samples. Perhaps an imaginative 339 

conservation communicator could highlight the ecosystem services that a species or ecosystem 340 

provides and evoke a reciprocal obligation in their audience? 341 

There are many cognitive biases and other behavioural effects that strategic framing could 342 

potentially leverage to enhance conservation messages. Even if a conservation communicator has no 343 

desire to leverage biases, it is still important to be aware in order to avoid accidentally evoking 344 

biases in a way that is counter-productive to their message. This codex of over 180 cognitive biases 345 

(available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Cognitive_Bias_Codex_-346 

_180%2B_biases,_designed_by_John_Manoogian_III_(jm3).png) may provide a useful starting point 347 

for those considering which cognitive biases might be relevant to their context and why. 348 

Test your message for effectiveness and unintended framing effects 349 

By considering these five simple lessons, conservation communicators can readily apply framing 350 

insights drawn from across the literature at little or no cost to enhance the effectiveness of their 351 

messages. These concepts apply equally to everyday communications as they do to broader 352 

messaging campaigns. However, there is always a chance, even for carefully considered messages, 353 

that unintended effects may result. Some examples of well-known potential ‘boomerang effects’ to 354 

watch out for are outlined in fig. 6. Therefore, we suggest that messages intended for wide 355 

dissemination should be tested beforehand wherever possible. A common method for this is the use 356 

of focus groups (for which there is much guidance in the literature, e.g. Morgan (1996)), however 357 

the advent of highly capable web-based survey platforms (e.g. www.qualtrics.com; 358 

www.surveymonkey.com) provide convenient alternatives. General information on testing messages 359 

can be found online, for example at: https://publicinterest.org.uk/TestingGuide.pdf. 360 

Conclusion  361 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Cognitive_Bias_Codex_-_180%2B_biases,_designed_by_John_Manoogian_III_(jm3).png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Cognitive_Bias_Codex_-_180%2B_biases,_designed_by_John_Manoogian_III_(jm3).png
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http://www.surveymonkey.com/
https://publicinterest.org.uk/TestingGuide.pdf


Attitudes and behaviours are key drivers of biodiversity conservation outcomes. Therefore, the 362 

effectiveness of conservation messages that seek to influence attitudes and behaviours can be 363 

critical to the successful implementation of policy interventions and campaigns. With this in mind, 364 

there are relatively easy and low-cost gains to be had by putting more effort into strategically 365 

framing messages. 366 

Here we have provided five key lessons to help guide strategic framing. Not all elements will be 367 

relevant at all times, and neither are the elements of strategic framing necessarily limited to those 368 

outlined here. Although we have discussed these concepts as discrete factors, most conservation 369 

messages will include numerous framing elements that employ a variety of approaches targeted to 370 

different aspects of the message. Part of the process of strategic framing is to consider how a 371 

message sits together as a whole.  372 

We note that message framing is but one ingredient to consider within the broader goal of 373 

persuasion, and there are no absolute rules when it comes to this artform. We do not promise that 374 

simply by heeding our lessons that readers will automatically arrive at more persuasive messages. 375 

However, these offer a foundation for conservation communicators to begin to understand and 376 

apply the benefits of strategically framing their messages. 377 
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Figs  537 

 538 

Fig. 1. An illustrated example of how alternatively framing information can influence the ways an 539 

audience may respond.  540 

 541 

Fig. 2. Issues can be framed to suit different agendas and audiences. Where possible your message 542 

should be tailored for your target audience. Characteristics of the messenger can also influence 543 

audience response. Note that this figure is based on an original climate change cartoon attributed to 544 

Felix Schaad. 545 



 546 

 547 

Fig. 3. These hypothetical menu excerpts illustrate how information can be framed to activate norms, 548 

either helpfully or unhelpfully. The excerpt from Kuzzy’s establishes the making of sustainable choices 549 

as a normal behaviour for customers. At Sier’s this norm is paired with information about the social 550 

approval of this behaviour, likely enhancing the influence of the message. Although the information 551 

conveyed by Henry’s menu is substantially the same as Sier’s, Henry’s establishes a norm of eating 552 

seafood regardless of how it is sourced, potentially encouraging this undesirable behaviour.  553 



 554 

Fig. 4. The hypothetical campaign poster on left does nothing to reduce the psychological distance 555 

between the threat to whales and the reader; the image is of a whale in its natural state (abstract for 556 

most people) and emphasizes that the threat to whales is far away (Antarctica). In contrast, the 557 

poster on the right seeks to reduce psychological distance by increasing the vividness, making the 558 

whale relatable to humans (i.e. the whale is making a plea for help, has tears), avoiding mention that 559 

the hunt occurs far away, and seeking to engender a connection to the reader by referring to ‘our 560 

whales’. 561 



 562 

Fig. 5. One common bias that may be leveraged by strategic framing is the greater influence of 563 

negatively worded messages. In a study by Winter (2006) more than three times as many hikers that 564 

encountered the positively framed sign disobeyed the request to stay on the path. 565 
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 568 

Fig. 6. Four examples of unanticipated ‘boomerang’ effects of messages that can work against the 569 

aim of communicators. 570 
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