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The 5 S’s of Impact & Influence 
How to transform ‘apocalypse fatigue’ into action on climate change 
Apply these 5 S’s to any project, messaging, or workshop you do to ensure successful climate communication, 
reach the greatest number of people, and empower action.  

Social – make it relatable, relational, and relevant     

To overcome having an issue or solution seem far away and unconnected to someone’s personal life or community, use 
the power of social networks and social norms and try to do the following things:  

� Use local examples of how the issue or solution is already ‘in our backyard’ or will be in the coming years. 
� Use examples that connect to existing communities (family, friends, neighbours, clubs, schools, etc.). 
� Try to spread solutions or initiatives in your circles first, in a way that others can see and join in, making it ‘social’ 

(once your neighbour has a solar, panel, then 2 others do, it spreads!).  

Supportive – turn doom into solutions that benefit us all  

About 80% of media articles use catastrophe narrative when informing and asking for action on Climate Change. This can 
create wide-spread ‘apocalypse fatigue’ which is numbing people instead of inspiring action. To change to a more 
inspiring narrative try:  

� Consider the personal and community benefits. Most ‘climate actions’ have many benefits beyond positively 
impacting the issue we are focusing on. Will this action make you healthier, increase safety, create new green 
jobs for the economy, or be fun and connective for our communities?  

� While informing people, highlight 3 positive facts or benefits to each ‘scary’ fact. This makes change 
empowering and tempting instead of scary, which ‘disconnects’ your audience. 

� Can you imagine a world where we are taking the action needed and our societies are better off because of it? 
Hold that vision yourself and with others when approaching these topics.  

Simple – make taking action easy or even built in    

When necessary climate actions are too inconvenient, multi-stepped or overwhelming, people may avoid taking action. 
They justify their inaction by comparing themselves with others that are taking less action to make themselves feel 
better. To set people up to successfully take environmental action, try: 

� Organizing events or asks in a way that makes taking action easy by removing barriers and having built-in 
support (e.g. organize a ride-share that encourages people to carpool, or provide transit details, so those low-
carbon choices are easy).  
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� Start by inviting others to take easy attainable actions, with a few choices, and a given, realistic timeline. Once 

you do something 7 times it starts to become a habit, so consider that number. Think SMART goals, if you’ve 
learned that model.  

� Build easy environmental decisions into your plans and systems (e.g. use smaller plates that encourage less food 
waste, or incorporate actions into existing workshops or events). Even the location of recycling, landfill, and 
organics bins, can make making the sustainable choice easier.  

Signal – share the tangible progress made!   
Sharing success is one way that we can overcome people avoiding difficult topics, even if they know something about it. 
Share insights and figures that highlight progress  and success stories. Use a variety of clear indicators to provide 
feedback on progress. . Here’s some tips on how to do this:  

� Where possible, collect numbers on how many people you have informed, engaged, activated, or invited to lead. 
This inspires others and shows that progress is possible! If you can say how many actions people have taken, 
GHG’s reduced, or systems changed, people will take you and your message more seriously. 

� Other indicators may include a happiness index, planetary boundaries, or ecosystem health and nature index. 
� Use relevant and reliable facts, statistics, and figures that relate to the initiative you are part of.  
� Presenting facts and numbers is what signal is focused on, but when looking at evaluation for sharing, make sure 

to include qualitative, anecdotal, or even story telling as well. 

Stories – use relatable stories to reach others    
We can spread more climate action by telling personal, relatable stories that avoid apocalypse narratives.  Solutions can 
conflict with or challenge existing values and identity, in which case people may reject, deny, or oppose solutions and 
facts that threaten these values and ways of being. To speak to larger demographics with different experiences, you 
need to tell stories with universal value that touch on our commonalities and success of overcoming adversity or 
challenges.  

� Identify what stories you, personally, can tell about the moments that impacted you or times you made different 
choices that were harder, but worked out. What values, structures, situations, and feelings do you think others 
would or could relate to? Can you relate your story to places and things that may be dear to your audience?  

� Work on refining and including stories, in concise, clear, relatable, and accessible language.  
� Use stories that are visual and vivid, exciting, humourous, or witty. 
� Are there success stories from people in your community or others that you could tell that would reach more 

audiences or that hit home some more universal values or concerns?  
� What stories aren’t being told? Who really needs to be reached? What types of stories would reach them? How 

can we speak to those that need to hear these messages?  
*Model Adapted from Per Espen Stoknes, Author of What We Think About When We try not to think about Climate Change. 
“What We Think About When We Try Not To Think About Global Warming; Toward a New Psychology of Climate Action” 
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The Integral Model 
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Creating a Theory of Change  
In order for change to materialize in the projects we undertake, we need to have a clear understanding of 
what that change looks like and how it can come about. With this understanding, we can plan and work 
accordingly to achieve the goals that we set out for ourselves. The Theory of Change statement model 
provides a simple, yet effective way to articulate and understand our action strategies. 

“If we do (STRATEGY) 
Then (STRATEGIC GOAL or ACTION) 

Because (ASSUMPTION)” 

STRATEGY is the plan of action that you are looking to implement and is a simple summary of the larger 
climate action project you are undertaking. STRATEGIC GOAL is the reason why you are undertaking a project 
(i.e. what you hope to achieve). ASSUMPTION is a short statement that outlines the connection (and 
underlying assumption) between your STRATEGY and STRATEGIC GOAL. Having ASSUMPTION statements that 
represent simple and strong connections between your STRATEGY and STRATEGIC GOAL will support the 
success of your endeavour. It is always good practice to consider testing your ASSUMPTION statements. 

Let’s take a look at some examples… 

 Climate Action Fellows Theory of Change:  IF we give young passionate students the resources and 
approaches to be impactful climate advocates, along with leadership opportunities and some mentorship, 
THEN they will empower their peers and school communities to take small and large climate actions, BECAUSE 
youth have the ability to influence great change in their schools and communities if given the right 
opportunities and support. 

BTCEA Theory of Change: IF we provide 21st century educational programming that meaningfully engages 
educators and youth in understanding and acting on global sustainability solutions, THEN they will become 
activated to shift their behaviours and worldviews and lead cultural change BECAUSE teachers and youth are 
powerful activators of societal change, influencing the values and behaviours of their families, and greater 
communities.  

*Model retrieved from Organizing: People, Power, Change from the original work of Dr. Marshall Ganz. November 2015. 
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