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Executive Summary

• UK droughts are projected to become more severe and affect larger

areas of the country in the coming century

• There is no ‘one size fits all’ drought communication strategy

• The effectiveness of any messaging around drought wil l be affected

by its timing

• People are more l ikely to engage with drought messages if they trust

the ‘messenger’

• Scientific facts alone are not sufficient to engage people with

drought risk – it is important to provide a compelling narrative,

grounded in people’s values

• There is majority support amongst the UK public for investment in
cl imate change adaptation

• Focusing on local climate impacts can help some audiences engage
with narratives about drought risk and cl imate change more broadly

• Connecting drought risks to health impacts can make the issue more
personal ly relevant

• Avoid doom and gloom and focus on the opportunities and
benefits of taking action
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Introduction

Th is in itia l briefin g paper su m m arises

research an d expertise on pu bl ic

com m u n ication of d rou g h t risks in a

ch an g in g cl im ate. We expl ore th e d ifficu l ties

in vol ved in bu i l d in g u n d erstan d in g an d

en g ag em en t with th e som etim es com pl ex

issu es su rrou n d in g cl im ate ch an g e an d

d rou g h t in th e U K. Th e report ou tl in es h ow

com m u n icators can best respon d to th ese

ch al l en g es. Th ese l esson s are in ten d ed to

su pport d el ivery of m ore effective pu bl ic

en g ag em en t with d rou g h t risks.

Th is is in respon se to con sisten t feed back

from th e n ation al Stakeh ol d er Com peten cy

G rou p of th e RCU K Drou g h t an d Water

Scarcity1 (DRY) project (an d Local Ad visory

G rou ps arou n d th e seven river catch m en ts

wh ich com prise th e project’s focu s for

fiel d work). At m eetin g s h el d d u rin g th e first

year of th e DRY project, stakeh ol d ers from a

wid e ran g e of backg rou n d s id en tified

communicating more effectively with

members of the public and engaging the

public around drought risks as areas wh ere

th ey h oped to d evel op th eir expertise via

partn ersh ip with th e DRY team . Th e u l tim ate

aim of th e DRY project is to prod u ce a

d ecision -m akin g resou rce th at in teg rates

d rou g h t scien ce an d com m u n ity-based

kn owl ed g e in to a ‘tool ‘ or ‘u ti l i ty’ for

d rou g h trisk d ecision -m akin g . We an ticipate

th at th e m ain ou tpu ts of th e DRY project wil l

th em sel ves con tribu te sig n ifican tl y to m ore

effective pu bl ic en g ag em en t with d rou g h t

risks.

How does the public
perceive drought risks?

M an y peopl e are aware th at cl im ate ch an g e

cou l d in crease th e freq u en cy an d in ten sity of

droughts.2 However, general ly there is a higher

level of concern about flooding than drought,

especial l y fol l owin g th e d estru ctive win ter

fl ood s of 201 3/1 4. A recen t su rvey reported

th at, am on g st th ose respon d en ts reportin g

increased concern about cl imate change, only

6% referred to rising temperatures or hot/dry

weather as a reason for increasing concern,

compared to 26% who made reference to

flooding and/or heavy rain.3 These findings are

backed u p by resu l ts from a 201 3 su rvey

con d u cted for th e Departm en t for

En viron m en t, Food an d Ru ral Affairs (Defra)

which revealed survey respondents were less

concerned about increasingly frequent, severe

h eat waves th an abou t fl ood in g . 4

The role of timing in shaping

perceptions of drought risk

Peopl e’s perception s are partl y sh aped by

tim in g . 5 Th e research projects cited above

were con d u cted in earl y 201 3, som etim e

after th e l ast warm su m m er (2006) an d m ost

recen t su stain ed h eat wave (2003), bu t on l y

on e year after l arg e scal e fl ood in g (201 2).

Overal l th e Defra report d em on strated

m ajority su pport am on g st th e U K pu bl ic for

in vestm en t in cl im ate ch an g e ad aptation s,

reg ard l ess of respon d en ts' bel iefs abou t th e

existen ce an d cau ses of cl im ate ch an g e. 6

There is majority support

amongst the UK public for

investment in adaptation

planning, regardless of beliefs

about climate change

5
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A h yd rol og ical d rou g h t occu rs wh en water

l evel s in rivers, pon d s, wetl an d s, l akes an d

reservoirs d ecl in e past a particu l ar l evel .

Wh en recreation al activities wh ich rel y on

water su ch as fish in g an d water-sports are

affected , th e term u sed is socio-econ om ic

d rou g h t. At th is poin t, red u ced water

avai l abi l i ty m ay start to affect peopl e’s h eal th ,

an d water com pan ies m ay in trod u ce water

restriction s su ch as h osepipe ban s to h el p

save water. 1 0 I n ad d ition , th ere is a d ifferen ce

between th e sl ow d iffu se n atu re of d rou g h ts

an d m ore rapid on set even ts.

Find a narrative to accommodate

alternating floods and droughts

U K d rou g h ts are projected to becom e m ore

severe an d affect l arg er areas of th e cou n try

in th e com in g cen tu ry. 1 1 Cl im ate ch an g e

projection s al so in d icate th at fl ood s wil l

in crease in severity an d freq u en cy. 1 2 Th ou g h

th is m ay seem cou n ter-in tu itive, th e storm s

an d fl ood s of 201 3-201 4 were preced ed by a

record breakin g two year d rou g h t across

sou th ern U K. 1 3 Drou g h ts can actu al l y m ake it

m ore l ikel y th at fl ood s wil l occu r. U n d er

d rou g h t con d ition s, th e top l ayer of soi l can

becom e im pacted . Con seq u en tl y wh en it

d oes rain , th e water ru n s off th e su rface of th e

soi l rath er th an m ovin g d own ward s th rou g h

th e g rou n d .

I t can be a ch al l en g e, h owever, to

com m u n icate abou t al tern atin g fl ood an d

d rou g h t risks. Like th e id ea of a prol on g ed

col d sn ap d u rin g ‘g l obal warm in g ’, th e n otion

of a d rou g h t wh en fl ood in g is fresh in

peopl e’s m em ories is a d ifficu l t sel l . So even

though droughts and floods are just two

points on a watery continuum, they feel like

polar opposites in the public mind: ‘we can’t

have both at the same time’. But with climate

change, we can – and we will. 1 4

I n som e ways, it is n ot th e ‘cl im ate im pacts’

th em sel ves bu t th eir im pl ication s th at are

im portan t for d evel opin g m ean in g fu l pu bl ic

n arratives. A vol ati l e cl im ate m ean s a

Principles for
communicating drought
risks in a changing climate

I t is rel ativel y straig h tforward to con stru ct a

m essag e abou t d rou g h t risk. En su rin g you r

m essag e is u n d erstood an d th e im pl ication s

of th e m essag e are accepted by you r

au d ien ce is m ore d ifficu l t. Focu sin g on

sol u tion s rath er th an m erel y d escribin g th e

im pacts can h el p peopl e en g ag e with th e

issu e. 7 I n ad d ition , to m axim ise th e ch an ces

of su ccess, it is vital th at th e m essag e refl ects

an d speaks to th e val u es of you r au d ien ce(s).

Th ere is n o ‘on e size fits al l ’ d rou g h t

com m u n ication strateg y bu t it is possibl e to

id en tify som e practices com m on to al l g ood

d rou g h t com m u n ication .

Acknowledge different types of

drought

Communications should recognise there are

different types of drought, which impact

populations differently. Some of these are

l ikely to be more readily associated in the

publ ic mind with media representations of

drought than others.8 For example, droughts

are normal ly associated in the UK with summer

heat waves, such as the European heat wave of

2003. The longer lasting winter drought across

southern England between 201 0-201 2

received much less media coverage.9

I n th e U K, a m eteorol og ical d rou g h t m ean s

1 5 or m ore con secu tive d ays with l ess th an

0.2 m m of rain fal l . An ag ricu l tu ral d rou g h t

refers to pl an ts sh owin g sig n s of water stress

an d sl ow g rowth , an d startin g to wil t.

What type of drought are you

communicating about? Will the

audience recognise it as a

‘drought’? Make sure you and your

audience are on the same page.

6



vu l n erabl e tou rist in d u stry. U n pred ictabl e

season s prod u ce u n rel iabl e h arvests. Food

an d travel (to take two exam pl es), rath er th an

d rou g h ts an d fl ood s, are m ore l ikel y to piq u e

the public interest and encourage reflection on

th e risks of cl im ate im pacts across th e board .

Th ese are th e kin d s of n arratives th at can

accommodate both flood and drought risks. In

the Defra report on public attitudes to cl imate

risk,1 5 the need to protect food production was

repeated l y id en tified as a key risk wh ich

n eed ed to be prioritised in ad aptation

pl an n in g . Th is was expressed in term s of th e

n eed to d irect resou rces toward s en su rin g

su fficien t su ppl ies of water to ru ral areas,

al on g sid e th e n eed for im proved irrig ation

system s an d th e creation of m ore reservoirs.

Sm al l bu sin esses were al so id en tified as an

im portan t area of social activity n eed in g

protection from th e im pacts of d rou g h t.

Tell a good story1 6

Peopl e respon d to com pel l in g n arratives

con tain in g stan d ard com pon en ts:

id en tifiabl e ch aracters (or arch etypes), a

ch al l en g e or th reat, a stru g g l e, a resol u tion

an d a retu rn to stabi l i ty u n d er a n ew ord er.

N ot al l of th ese com pon en ts m ay be presen t

in a cred ibl e d rou g h t n arrative, bu t

com m u n icators sh ou l d l ook to em pl oy as

m an y of th ese el em en ts as possibl e in an y

storyl in e. Narratives are very important for

attitude formation an d are often d eterm in ed

m ore by th e com pl eten ess an d ‘fid el ity’ of

th e n arrative th an its g rou n d in g in scien tific

accu racy. Th is d oes n ot m ean th at a n arrative

sh ou l d n ot be scien tifical l y accu rate - of

cou rse it sh ou l d . Bu t scien tific accu racy is n ot

su fficien t on its own to propel a powerfu l

n arrative abou t d rou g h t risk.

Use visual narratives

I m ag es can be powerfu l tool s for g ettin g a

m essag e across bu t th ey h ave to be u sed

carefu l l y. 1 7 Dram atic an d poten tial l y fear-

in d u cin g im ag es of extrem e weath er even ts

can captu re peopl e’s atten tion , an d m ake th e

risk seem im portan t, bu t th ey can al so act to

d istan ce viewers (both psych ol og ical l y an d

g eog raph ical l y) l eavin g th em feel in g

overwh el m ed or h el pl ess. 1 8, 1 9 I m ag es

d epictin g action , m itig ation an d ad aptation ,

h owever, ten d to m ake peopl e feel m ore abl e

to d o som eth in g abou t cl im ate ch an g e, bu t

at th e sam e tim e can al so red u ce peopl e’s

sen se th at th e issu e is an im portan t on e. 20

Ech oin g th e poin ts m ad e previou sl y abou t

th e u se of l ocal fram es in com m u n icatin g

cl im ate rel ated risks, research in to respon ses

to im ag es of l ocal cl im ate ch an g e im pacts

reveal sim i l arl y con trad ictory resu l ts.

Accord in g to N ich ol son -Col e, 21 participan ts

often el aborate th at th ey are m ore tou ch ed

by n ation al an d l ocal im ag ery th an

in tern ation al or g l obal im ag ery becau se it is

easier to rel ate to an d con seq u en tl y m ore

u psettin g . H owever, in research by O’N ei l l

an d H u l m e fou r years l ater, th e sam e

reason in g is u sed by participan ts to say wh y

l ocal icon s are d isen g ag in g : “it wi l l on l y affect

l ocal s an d it n ot as m u ch of a g l obal issu e”.

Fol l owin g n ew research from Cl im ate

Outreach, an evidence-based image bank

has been produced offering practical

guidance for communicators

(www.climatevisuals.org). I t recom m en d s

m axim isin g th e stron g em otion al appeal of

im ag es of cl im ate ‘im pacts’ (su ch as d roug ht)

by coupl ing them with im ag es or m essag es

th at focu s on ‘sol u tion s’ to th e im pacts

sh own . 22

7

Explore www.climatevisuals.org

http://www.climatevisuals.org
http://www.climatevisuals.org


Communicate using a trusted

messenger

Wh en peopl e are eval u atin g com pl ex,

ch al l en g in g or con tested in form ation th ey

rel y on th eir eval u ation of th e m essen g er as a

cog n itive sh ortcu t - a h eu ristic - to l ead th eir

atten tion (d o I n eed to pay atten tion to th is?),

th eir eval u ation (d o I n eed to accept th is?)

an d action (wh at d o I n eed to d o abou t th is?).

Th ere is an exten sive bod y of research in to

com m u n icator tru st. Th e d om in an t q u al ities

are id en tification (d oes th is person sh are m y

id en tity an d val u es?), fam il iarity (h ave I fou n d

th is person to be rel iabl e in th e past?),

in teg rity an d accou n tabi l i ty (d oes th is person

ben efit from th is in form ation an d d o th ey pay

a cost if th ey m isl ead m e?).

Strike the right balance between

‘local’ and ‘global’

Several stu d ies h ave su g g ested th at red u cin g

th e (perceived ) psych ol og ical d istan ce of

cl im ate ch an g e is an effective fram in g

tech n iq u e for en g ag in g th e pu bl ic. 23 Drou g h t

- as a type of cl im ate im pact - provid es an

opportu n ity to u se a ‘l ocal ’ con cern as th e

basis for a ‘g l obal ’ con versation abou t cl im ate

ch an g e. Payin g atten tion to specific l ocal

exam pl es of h ow d rou g h t m an ifests (wh at is

u n iq u e abou t th e l an d scape, reg ion , cu l tu re

an d econ om y in teraction s, for exam pl e) is

m ore l ikel y to en g en d er a stron g reaction ,

an d so persu ad e citizen s an d th eir

pol icym akers to act to m itig ate fu rth er

d rou g h t risks. 24 Focu sin g on l ocal im pacts

speaks to citizen s in term s th ey are fam il iar

with , wh ich in tu rn l ead s to an el evated l evel

of im portan ce attribu ted to d rou g h t risks. 25

Yet research al so in d icates th at

com m u n icators sh ou l d beware of ‘over

l ocal isin g ’, becau se th e way l ocal an d pl ace-

specific m essag es are in terpreted is to som e

exten t sh aped by peopl e’s val u e-orien tation s.

On e recen t stu d y fou n d th at peopl e wh o

id en tified m ore with ‘sel f-en h an cin g ’ val u es

(th e im portan ce of social power, statu s,

m aterial ach ievem en ts etc.) th an sel f-

tran scen d in g val u es (e.g . con cern for th e

broad er com m u n ity an d bel iefs abou t ju stice)

reported l ower l evel s of con cern abou t

cl im ate ch an g e in g en eral as a resu l t of

receivin g m essag es abou t th e ‘l ocal ’ im pacts

of cl im ate ch an g e. 26 The take-home message

here is that in overcoming one problem (that

many people feel climate change is ‘not

about me’), localised messaging about

drought or other climate impacts can

inadvertently introduce another (that people

may begin to think climate change is ‘only

about me’). Fin d in g s l ike th ese rein force th e

n eed for com m u n icators to fin d ou t as m u ch

as th ey can abou t th e val u es of th eir

au d ien ce, before con stru ctin g a d rou g h t risk

m essag e.

En abl in g com m u n ication at th is l evel req u ires

a focu s on th e process of com m u n ication -

id en tifyin g m ean s an d opportu n ities for

sh arin g . 27 Com m u n icators sh ou l d th erefore

l ook to h arn ess th e power of social n orm s

an d social n etworks: represen tatives from

d ifferen t social com m u n ities can

com m u n icate with th eir own g rou ps better

th an an y pol itician or pu bl ic fig u re. Becau se

peopl e respon d wel l wh en th ey can see th at

‘peopl e l ike th em ’ are al so takin g cl im ate

ad aptation seriou sl y, an effective strateg y can

be to prom ote positive social n orm s arou n d

action s su ch as water con servation wh erever

possibl e. 28 I n d ivid u al beh aviou r can m ake a

positive con tribu tion to th e effective

m an ag em en t of water resou rces. Sh ared

l ocal expertise abou t water con servation or

h ow to care for pl an ts an d veg etabl es in

d rou g h t con d ition s m ay offer con versation al

space to d evel op broad er con versation s

After scientists, the most trusted

sources of information on

climate change are family,

friends and work colleagues
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abou t l on g term tren d s in weath er, th e

im pl ication s of su ch ch an g es, an d h ow best

to fl ou rish u n d er th ese ch an g in g con d ition s.

A key l esson th at h as em erg ed from an

En viron m en t Ag en cy project (201 4) aim ed at

bu i l d in g com m u n ity col l aboration s to cope

with th e im pacts of a ch an g in g cl im ate is th at

en g ag em en t al ways takes l on g er th an you

th in k - building trust, channels of

communication and local partnerships is a

learning process for all involved an d it is

better to work in crem en tal l y an d refl ectivel y.

A m isstep or perceived d ish on esty can h ave

l on g l astin g n eg ative im pacts on tru st. 29

Th ere is al so a h ig h risk of i l l -d esig n ed

m essag in g arou n d extrem e weath er even ts

backfirin g , poten tial l y l ead in g to th e

rein forcem en t of existin g cu l tu ral d ivid es, or

prom otin g a backl ash ag ain st com m u n icators

(for exam pl e, if it appears th e m essag e is

bein g con veyed by en viron m en tal ists sayin g

‘I tol d you so’).

Link drought with climate change

Th e fin d in g s from research on h ow weath er

even ts affect perception s of cl im ate ch an g e is

m ixed , an d very l ittl e work h as been d on e on

h ow d rou g h t sh apes con cern abou t cl im ate

ch an g e. Wh il e a sen se of person al th reat h as

been l in ked to in creased su pport for cl im ate

pol icies, 30 peopl e in cou n tries l ike th e U K d o

n ot often ph ysical l y experien ce cl im ate

ch an g e. A recen t research project d etai l ed

som e h istoric evid en ce in th e U S th at d rou g h t

in creased bel ief in cl im ate ch an g e an d

in creased su pport for water con servation

prog ram m es. Th e research ers’ own

in vestig ation s in d icated th at d rou g h t

con d ition s were associated with an in creased

con cern abou t both th e con d ition of l ocal

water su ppl ies an d risks associated with

fu tu re d rou g h t occu rren ce d u e to cl im ate

ch an g e. 31

Even when climate-related impacts are

encountered, it is difficult to establish a

direct causal link, making communication

around the issue something of a minefield.

Th e experien ce an d in terpretation of extrem e

weath er m ay act as a stron g ‘sig n al ’ or

‘focu sin g even t’, 32 wh ereby fu tu re cl im atic

even ts are m ad e m ore im ag in abl e. H owever,

th e q u estion of wh eth er ‘en cou n terin g ’

cl im ate ch an g e th rou g h extrem e weath er wil l

au tom atical l y l ead to g reater con cern abou t

cl im ate ch an g e is cu rren tl y d ispu ted . 33 As

ever, with th e h ig h l y pol arised issu e of

cl im ate ch an g e, th e ‘evid en ce’ of extrem e

weath er can be in terpreted in m u l tipl e an d

com petin g ways. 34 Th e fact th at n o sin g l e

extrem e weath er even t can be con cl u sivel y

l in ked to cl im ate ch an g e m ean s th at th e

arg u m en t ' th ey wil l becom e m ore l ikel y an d

m ore severe as a resu l t of cl im ate ch an g e' is

vu l n erabl e to sceptical attacks. I n d eed , th e

‘victim s’ of extrem e weath er even ts m ay h ave

stron g person al an d social reason s for n ot

wish in g to accept th at th ese sorts of even ts

wil l in crease in freq u en cy an d severity. 35

Frame drought messages around

health implications

Com m u n ication abou t d rou g h t an d

prol on g ed period s of h ot weath er can m ake

th e issu e seem m ore person al l y rel evan t

especial l y if it con n ects to h eal th probl em s

wh ich are al read y fam il iar an d seen as

im portan t (su ch as h eat-stroke an d asth m a). 36

On e stu d y fou n d th at portraying climate

change in ways that affirmed the health

benefits of taking action on climate change

made the issue seem more personally

significant and relevant to people. 37 Another

piece of research 38 tested different messages

about cl imate change with a US sample,

framed either as an environmental , publ ic

health, or national security risk. The publ ic

health frame el icited the most positive

responses, shifting the cl imate change

debate from one based on environmental

values to one based on publ ic health values,

wh ich are m ore wid el y h el d , irrespective of

id eol og y an d pol itical ou tl ook.
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appl ies to cl im ate ch an g e an d som e extrem e

weath er even ts: th ey are m ad e m ore l ikel y,

an d m ore severe, by cl im ate ch an g e.

An d fin al l y, frame uncertainty in a positive

way, for exam pl e, u sin g u n certain ty to

in d icate th at l osses m ig h t n ot h appen if

preven tative action is taken to preven t

d rou g h t. Em ph asise th at actin g to preven t

d rou g h t – even u n d er con d ition s of

u n certain ty – en tai l s m an y co-ben efits th at

m ost peopl e wou l d su pport, l ike h abitat

con servation . 39

Be smart about communicating

uncertainty

U n certain ty is an u n avoid abl e part of

com m u n icatin g abou t d rou g h t, as it is wh en

tryin g to com m u n icate abou t an y com pl ex

ph en om en on . Th ere are tech n iq u es th at

com m u n icators can u se to l im it th e exten t to

wh ich th ese u n certain ties u n d erm in e

en g ag em en t with th e d rou g h t m essag e.

Firstl y, manage your audience’s expectations.

Peopl e expect scien ce to provid e d efin ite

an swers, wh ereas in real ity it is a m eth od for

askin g q u estion s abou t th e worl d . So

m an ag e peopl e’s expectation s an d u se

pl en ty of an al og ies from everyd ay l ife so

peopl e can see th at u n certain ties are

everywh ere, n ot ju st in cl im ate scien ce.

Secon d l y, start with what you know, n ot wh at

you d on ’t kn ow. U n certain ty at th e fron tiers of

cl im ate scien ce sh ou l d n ot preven t focu sin g

on th e scien tific con sen su s th at h u m an s are

cau sin g cl im ate ch an g e an d th e kn own l in ks

to an in creased risk of d rou g h t.

Th ird l y, focus on 'risk' rather than

'uncertainty'. M ost peopl e are u sed to

d eal in g with th e id ea of risk. I t is th e

l an g u ag e of th e in su ran ce, h eal th an d

n ation al secu rity sectors. So for m an y

au d ien ces – pol itician s, bu sin ess l ead ers or

th e m il itary – tal kin g abou t th e in creasin g

risks of d rou g h t in a ch an g in g cl im ate is l ikel y

to be m ore effective th an tal kin g abou t th e

u n certain ties.

Fou rth l y, talk about the ‘when’ not ‘if’ of

in creasin g d rou g h t risk. Rath er th an tryin g to

l in k an y on e specific even t to cl im ate ch an g e,

tal k abou t h ow su ch even ts are m ore l ikel y in

a ch an g in g cl im ate. Wh en som eon e h as a

weak im m u n e system , th ey are m ore

su sceptibl e to a ran g e of d iseases, an d n o

on e asks wh eth er each i l l n ess was cau sed by

a weak im m u n e system . Th e sam e l og ic

Don’t focus on doom and gloom

M an y earl y cam paig n s to en g ag e th e pu bl ic

on cl im ate ch an g e u sed th e fear of

catastroph ic cl im ate im pacts to attem pt to

m otivate con cern . Th e u se of appeal s based

on fear or g u i l t h as a l on g h istory in th e

h eal th -beh aviou r d om ain , an d research h as

sh own th e poten tial for fear-based m essag es

to ch an g e attitu d es. Bu t wh i l e fear of a

n eg ative ou tcom e (e.g . l u n g can cer) can be

an effective way of prom otin g beh aviou ral

ch an g es (e.g . g ivin g u p sm okin g ), th e l in k

between th e th reat an d th e beh aviou r m u st

be person al an d d irect. Typical l y, cl im ate

ch an g e is perceived as n eith er a d irect n or a

person al th reat – an d so d el iberate attem pts

to in sti l fear or g u i l t in peopl e carry a

con sid erabl e risk of backfirin g . Emphasising

the benefits of acting, rather than the

negative consequences of not acting, is likely

to produce more support for climate

policies.40

Rather than trying to link any one

specific event to climate change,

talk about how such events are

more likely in a changing climate
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Conclusions

Though drought itself does not appear to be

a major concern for the UK public, there is

strong public support for taking steps to

prevent important economic functions, such

as food production, from the impacts of a

changing climate. The low salience of

drought risk presents additional

communication challenges over and above

those associated with building awareness of

risks from extreme weather events. However,

the core principles of good climate

communication summarised in this report

are as applicable to drought risk as other

extreme weather events.

• Identify the best time to be engaging in

communications

• Know your audience (there is no ‘one size

fits’ al l message)

• Think about who will be the best

messenger (who will your audience trust

and listen to)

• Use narrative and stories to engage your

audience – not just facts

• Use images, but think about how people

respond to different types of imagery

• Bring in a local angle, but don’t ‘over-

localise’ at the expense of the bigger picture

• Focus on communicating what we do

know (rather than foregrounding the

uncertainties)

• If possible, highlight actions the audience

can take to ameliorate the risks

Practical guides from water
companies

Th ere are several ‘h ow to’ g u id es avai l abl e

from water com pan ies th at provid e

cu stom ers with ad vice abou t h ow to take

action to con serve water, an d pl ace th ese

com m u n ication s in th e con text of a ch an g in g

cl im ate.

An g l ian Water h ave prod u ced a l eafl et cal l ed

‘Pl an n in g for a d rou g h t’41 wh ich provid es a

very accessibl e way for cu stom ers to

u n d erstan d th e water m an ag em en t

ch al l en g es facin g th e east of En g l an d . Th is

com pan y' s d rou g h t com m u n ication strateg y

recog n ises th at com m u n ication abou t

d rou g h t m u st start wel l in ad van ce of an y

restriction s in water u se bein g appl ied . 42 Th e

goal is to ensure that when it does become

necessary to introduce restrictions, Anglia

Water have created an environment where

restrictions are being communicated to an

understanding and receptive audience . 43

Wh il st th e strateg y d ocu m en t focu ses l arg el y

on th e ch an n el s of com m u n ication , it is

apparen t th at a key el em en t of a su ccessfu l

d rou g h t com m u n ication s strateg y is an

on g oin g en g ag em en t pl an wh ich al l ows

water com pan ies to sh ow l ead ersh ip an d

d em on strate th at al l u sers an d su ppl iers are

workin g tog eth er in partn ersh ip to m an ag e

th e su ppl y an d u se of water resou rces.

A sh orter l eafl et ad d ressin g al l water reg ion s

of th e cou n try h as been prod u ced by

Waterwise. 44 An d in J u n e th is year, th e

En viron m en t Ag en cy prod u ced a report titl ed

‘Drou g h t respon se: ou r fram ework for

En g l an d ’. 45 Th is in cl u d es d etai l s abou t th e

En viron m en t Ag en cy’s strateg ies for

com m u n icatin g with th e pu bl ic, bu sin ess an d

oth er water u sers d u rin g period s of d rou g h t.
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