
 

While we can learn many lessons from 
the pre-existing literature on strategic 
messaging, biodiversity conservation 
may offer a unique communication 
challenge. Biodiversity issues are 
often context-specific or generalised, 
making the link between behaviour 
and biodiversity difficult to examine.  
In addition, unlike energy conservation 
behaviours, biodiversity behaviours 
are unlikely to provide immediate 
gratification or economic benefits  
to individuals. 

We performed a systematic review 
of conservation messaging literature, 
aiming to:

• synthesise and describe the 
current state of conservation 
messaging research

• assess whether the conservation 
messaging literature draws  
on messaging theory from  
other disciplines

• identify and address research 
gaps that might provide guidance 
for developing and designing 
conservation messages.

We considered our own work 
through the lens of a standard 
strategic communication  
framework, as outlined in Figure 1.

Context

Communications that influence 
attitudes and behaviours are 
necessary for effective conservation 
programs and policy development. 
Strategically designed messages 
have been shown to influence 
attitudes and behaviour for other 
environmental issues, such as 
energy consumption, recycling and 
climate change mitigation. However, 
comparatively little is known about 
how best to design messages 
intended to change behaviours 
affecting biodiversity conservation. 
We conducted a systematic 
literature review to investigate  
the status of conservation 
messaging research.

What we looked at
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Figure 1: A strategic communication framework, showing campaign design steps and application of  
relevant theories. Adapted from Noar (2006).

LEFT: Communication programs with environmental behaviour change objectives can benefit from taking  
a strategic approach and utilising tested communication theories. Photo: Fabrice Florin CC BY-SA 2.0 Flickr



Findings

From a total of 89 conservation 
messaging papers identified, we 
found 24 papers that discussed 
theory, 27 experimental papers, and 
38 case studies. The oldest study  
was published in 1995, while 69%  
of studies were published within  
the past five years, which shows  
that conservation messaging  
is an emerging research area. 

The most common aim (one in three 
papers) was to increase awareness 
and educate people (see Figure 
2). However, this ‘knowledge-
deficit’ approach can be limited 
in encouraging behaviour change 
because behaviour change is 
determined by many complex factors 
additional to awareness or knowledge. 
Therefore, while eliminating 
knowledge gaps may be a useful first 
step, conservationists should also 
consider such other factors that may 
influence behaviour, for example, 
social norms and self-efficacy.

Table 1. The self-identified theory or approach used by 89 studies on conservation messaging, based on a systematic review of the academic literature in 
Web of Science. Some studies used more than one theory. Credit: Kidd et al. 2019a

Figure 2: The aim of messaging studies in the peer reviewed academic literature, based on a 
systematic search of Web of Science. Credit: Kidd et al. 2019a



Theory and approach

The theories used by the studies 
spanned a range of disciplines, 
including psychology, marketing  
and communication (see Table 1). 
Framing theory (which suggests 
that the structure or organisation of 
a message can alter perception of 
its content) and marketing (which 
involves using a popular approach 
to strategic communication) were 
the two most commonly used 
approaches. However, the results 
suggest that some conservation 
messaging studies are not grounded 
in established theories relevant to 
their research aim. For example, 
almost one-third of reviewed studies 
stated that their research aim was to 
encourage behavioural change, yet 
few studies used behaviour change 
theories such as the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour. Fourteen papers 
did not indicate that their research 
was guided by any theory.

Audience targeting and 
segmentation

One-third of reviewed studies did  
not state a target audience.  

Of the 58 that did, 27 targeted a 
mass audience and 33 targeted a 
defined audience segment. This lack 
of audience segmentation highlights 
a major research gap. Identifying the 
key audience necessary to address 
the overall objective is a critical task 
for any strategic communications. 
It is very difficult to evaluate the 
effectiveness of a messaging 
campaign without a clear idea of the 
intended audience or the mechanism 
by which the message is proposed 
to affect behaviour. Audiences can 
be segmented in many ways in the 
context of conservation, for example, 
by their wildlife value orientation  
or level of involvement. 

Evaluation

All of the experimental studies 
evaluated the effectiveness of 
message design using pre- and post-
measures of a dependent variable and 
a control group. Most relied on self-
reported measures (e.g., behavioural 
intention). Over one-third of the case 
studies did not include any evaluation. 
Only five studies evaluated specific 
behavioural change.  

Evaluation is key in gathering further 
empirical evidence to inform the 
development and design of future 
messaging.

The need for empirical 
evidence 

The results from this study show 
that a more strategic approach is 
needed to gather empirical evidence 
for conservation messaging. Other 
disciplines provide a wealth of past 
literature to draw from, however, 
there should be a focus on new 
empirical research within the  
context of biodiversity conservation. 

For example, there is a current focus 
in conservation on optimism, which 
aims to inspire action through hope 
or motivation. However, there is 
insufficient evidence to know whether 
this approach is effective at inspiring 
attitudinal or behavioural change. 
There are multiple pathways by 
which people may be inspired to act 
for biodiversity (Figure 1) but limited 
conservation-specific evidence  
to know which pathways people  
are likely to follow. 
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Figure 3: A conceptual model of the evidence-based pathways by which optimistic and pessimistic message framing may both lead to action 
or inaction. (Kidd et al. 2019b)
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Recommendations

Conservation messaging is an 
emerging field of research which 
has the potential to drive attitudinal 
and behavioural change to benefit 
biodiversity. Our results suggest that 
opportunities exist to draw more 
effectively on the long-standing 
messaging expertise of other 
disciplines. 

Adopting a strategic approach from 
the outset – through providing a clear 
grounding in theory, and identifying 
aims and audiences specifically – 
should help make sure that messaging 
strategies can be evaluated effectively. 
We have drawn some key points 
from our research that may serve as 
recommendations for future efforts 
towards strategic conservation 
messaging: 

1. Move away from focusing on 
education and awareness-
raising (e.g., consider behaviour 
change through social norms 
and self-efficacy). 
Providing people with 
information to increase their 
awareness is based on the 
assumption that people do not 
conserve biodiversity because 
they do not know how. However, 
behaviours are influenced by a 
range of factors, including social 
norms, capacity to act, sense 
of responsibility, and cultural 
factors such as status, habits and 
contextual factors. For behaviour 
change programs to achieve  
real world biodiversity benefits 
the communication strategies  
of these programs should 
address these factors. 

2. Embrace established theories 
and approaches to messaging. 
Research into effective 
messaging for conservation 
behaviour change is an emerging 
field, but approaches should be 
informed by evidence-based, 
systematic approaches from 
other disciplines. For example, 
strategic communication 
approaches such as community-
based social marketing can be 
used to encourage conservation 
behaviour change. 

3. Target relevant audiences 
using audience segmentation 
techniques.  
Conservation communications 
are often characterized by 
a ‘one-size-fits-all’ formula, 
targeting a mass audience or 
the general public. Yet, with 
limited resources, it is essential 
to focus efforts on strategically 
targeted groups, for example 
those most likely to adopt the 
behaviour change or those 
whose behaviour change 
will have the greatest effect.  
In almost all other sectors, 
audience segmentation efforts 
have reached high standards and 
literature exists that segments 
people into different groups 
for targeted conservation 
communications. 

4. Adopt a strategic approach  
which includes evaluation.  
Strategic communication involves 
planning, implementation,and 
evaluation through monitoring 
and research. Using this approach 
from the outset allows evaluation 
of the effectiveness of messages 
designed to change people’s 
behaviour.  
 

For example, evaluating the 
efficacy of any messaging 
strategy is only possible when 
the research aims and target 
audience are clearly defined  
to begin with.

5. Use empirical evidence to drive 
communication strategies. 
How people respond to 
biodiversity messages is poorly 
understood, even though it 
is crucial for interpreting why 
policies, management approaches 
and campaigns succeed or fail. 
Conservation is an evidence-based 
discipline, and we should compile 
empirical evidence about how to 
communicate effectively. There 
exists an exciting opportunity for 
conservation communicators 
to expand on the knowledge 
developed in other disciplines 
to build an evidence base for 
messaging strategies that work  
in conservation. 
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