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Messaging matters: A systematic review
of conservation messaging literature

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.
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What we looked at

While we can learn many lessons from « synthesise and describe the

the pre-existing literature on strategic current state of conservation
messaging, biodiversity conservation messaging research

may offer a unique communication + assess whether the conservation
challenge. Biodiversity issues are messaging literature draws
often context-specific or generalised, on messaging theory from
making the link between behaviour other disciplines

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

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

We performed a systematic review
of conservation messaging literature,

aiming to:
Step 1: desired Step 2: Step 3: segment Step 4: implementation Step 5: evaluation
outcome conduct audience
formative

Identify research research Identify key target Research aims should guide strategic ~ Use an evaluation
aims and metrics audience and gather choices about message content and design that allows

for succass le.g., Review existing relevant information delivery (i.e., messages should be firm metrics 19 see if
behavior change, evidence and (e.g., current attitudes, pre-tested and placed in channels the research aim was

TETEEE theories expectations, viewed by the target audience) achieved
Sz behavior)
fundraising)
Theory should guide people Theory should be used Theory can suggest important Theoretical determinants
through the communication to segment the target determinants of message of the research aims
pracess to achieve the research audience. Gl e D should be measured and
aim. implementation to achieve evaluated for change.
For example, if the aim research aims.

For example, if the aim is behavior is to raise awareness, For EK«?"’“P'% if the aim is
change, theory should identify the theory can be used to For example, theory can be behavior change,
barriers associated with desired identify the audience uzadto design persuaslve behavior change theory
behaviors. Decision-making segments where messages such as social norms could be used to
theories such as the Theory of knowledge gaps occur. the_oﬂe{ {Clalc!lnl 1990), as well determine if the research
Planned Behaviour (Azjen, 1991) aﬁ u:lentnlfy which channels are aim was met.

have applications. widely viewed by the target

audience.

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
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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

Change behaviour

Multiple

Other

Education and awareness

Not stated

Fundraising

step, conservationists should also

systematic search of Web of Science. Credit: Kidd et al. 2019a

consider such other factors that may
influence behaviour, for example,

social norms and self-efficacy.

Table 1

Figure 2: The aim of messaging studies in the peer reviewed academic literature, based on a

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.

Self-identified theory or approach

Definition and key references

Number of papers

Framing

Marketing*

Charismatic and flagship species
Theory of change (ToC)
Familiarity principle

Behavioral decision-making theories:
Self-efficacy

Theory of planned behavior (TPB)

Theory of reasoned action (TRA)

Elaboration likelihood model (ELM)

Risk perception**

Connection to nature

Message framing suggests that the structure or organization of a message can alter perception of its content
(Entman, 1993).

Marketing involves a range of processes concerned with finding out what consumers want, and then providing it for
them (Kotler et al., 1999). Social marketing is defined as ‘the systematic application of marketing along with other
concepts and techniques to achieve specific behavioral goals for a social good’ (French et al., 2006).

High profile species can act as symbols or ambassadors for conservation campaigns. They often possess appealing or
charismatic traits (Jepson and Barua, 2015; Simberloff, 1998).

Theory of Change is a process for mapping programs and initiatives working for social and political change (Taplin
et al., 2013).

People develop preferences for things because they are familiar with them (Reder and Ritter, 1992).

Self-efficacy is an individual's belief in their own innate ability to achieve goals (Bandura, 1977, 1986).

TPB links an individual's beliefs with their behavior. The theory states that attitude toward behavior, subjective
norms, and perceived behavioral control all shape an individual's behaviors (Ajzen, 1991).

The TRA is a model of persuasion which links the relationship between attitudes and behavior to actions. It is used
to predict how people will behave based on their pre-existing attitudes and behavioral intentions (Fishbein and
Ajzen, 1975).

The ELM is a model of persuasion which suggests that there are two routes of processing stimuli: the central route
and the peripheral route, which influences people's attitudes (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).

People make subjective judgments about the severity and likelihood of a risk. Some of these judgments may be
predictable

(Starr, 1969; Wildavsky and Dake, 1990).

Nature connectedness is the extent to which people feel integrated with all aspects of nature. This includes an
individual's sense of care for nature, and their commitment to protecting it. When someone feels connected to
nature they may be more inclined to protect it (Nisbet et al., 2009; Schultz, 2002),

36

26

14

L

* There are multiple theories of marketing. Social marketing was the most widely applied.
** There are multiple theories of risk perception, articles did not differentiate between them.

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



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.

Optimistic
message

Audience
reaction

Increased hope,

joy, awe

E.g., Optimistic messages
lead to positive emotions
about climate change in

young adults fujj

Emotional
response

Y
Increased action
likelihood

E.g., Positive emotions
lead to behaviour change,
particularly in people who
feel connected to

nature
see .allll \ﬁ

Behaviour
change

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. ldentifying 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.

Reduced perception
of ris

E.g., People feel reduced
risk about the threat of
climate change after
optimistic messages
about emissions

.&llll

Y

Decreased action
likelihood
E.g., People are less likely to
engage in climate change
mitigation actions when they
feel decreased risk about
the rate of climate-related

emissions [9]
hal ¥

Increased perception

of ris

E.g., Pessimistic, loss-framed
messages increase an
individual’s perception of risk

in public health 5
il ¥

Y

Increased action
likelihood

E.g., Pessimistic, loss-framed
messages increase public
health detection behaviours
(e.g., skin cancer checkups)

aul ¥

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.

Pessimistic
message

Audience
reaction

Increased fear,

guilt, hopelessness
E.g., People feel negative
emotions when exposed to
dire messages about

climate change fl.!.ll

Emotional
response

Y

Decreased action
likelihood

E.g., Dire messages about
climate change decrease
mitigation actions

Behaviour
change

= o=

l ‘P Evidence from within conservation

& l.l Evidence from within climate change

‘f’ Evidence from within public health

see Evidence from other disciplines

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.
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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.

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.

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.

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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