
Words for wildlife:  
tips for effective communications that inspire 
people to help species thrive



Back from the Brink was established 

as a game-changing partnership 

to turn the tide for our most 
threatened species and inspire the 

next generation to care for England’s 
most vulnerable wildlife.

The programme aimed to exemplify 

a new approach to nature 

conservation delivery, embedding a 
lasting legacy of joined-up working 
between the project partners.

ARC, Bat Conservation 
Trust, Buglife, Bumblebee 

Conservation Trust, 
Butterfly Conservation, 
Plantlife and RSPB 

with Natural England 

worked together to bring 

20 species back from 

extinction across England 
and improve the fortunes 

of another 204 species.
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Centuries of farming, building 

and industry have made the 

UK one of the most nature-

depleted countries in Europe. 

Many of the challenges our 

wildlife is facing start with 

people. To make the solutions 
sustainable people need to 

make informed decisions that 

benefit wildlife in their day-
today lives and work and to get 
involved. 

So Back from the Brink faced 

the challenge of how to inspire 

a nation to help save species. 

The project aimed to give 

60,000 landowners, volunteers 
and local people the direct 

experience of the joy of saving 

threatened species through 

volunteering, changing the 

way they manage the land 
or coming together in their 

community to take action for 
their special wildlife. But what 
about the other 99.9% of the 

population? 

That’s where communications 
come in. The project smashed 

its ambitious target of reaching 
over a million people and to 

date a whopping 167 million 

viewers and readers1 have 

discovered the work of the 
project through television, 

newspapers and magazines. 

But did the messages get 

them to value nature more and 

will they act for our natural 
heritage long after project end. 

Back from the Brink’s 

communications have been 
evaluated more deeply 

by analysing frames and 

undertaking focus groups of 

target audiences. We wanted 
to share what we found in this 
toolkit. 

 

 

 

 

 

1Estimated figure. Not unique individuals.
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Communications 

as an essential tool
2

How to inspire a nation

© Alex Hyde © Elizabeth Cooke



There is little debate that communication is a vital tool for 
species conservation organisations. It helps raise their profile, 
shout about the plight of species and their habitats, bring in 

funding, gain advocates/get people onside, empower people to 
speak out for wildlife, help change the way they shop, prompt 
them to act, tell others, donate and volunteer.

When communication is face-to-face, we can judge a person’s 
reaction to what we’re saying immediately by how they respond, 
their body language etc. However, much of our communication 
needs to happen indirectly i.e. through newsletters and 
newspapers, tv programmes, social media posts and mail outs 
where there’s little direct feedback.

So how do you know what difference our communications 

have actually made? 

Organisations commonly monitor statistics on the reach of 
communication materials e.g. number of views, estimated 
readership etc. These give us an idea of how far our messages 
got. Stats such as dwell time on a web page or the number of 
‘likes’ or ‘shares’ start to give use a little insight into how much 
people felt a tweet, Facebook post, Tiktok vid or Instagram pic 
was relevant to them. 

But we need to evaluate communication materials to gain a 
deeper understanding of their relevance to audiences, if they 

managed to capture audience interest and imagination, change 
attitudes, plant seeds of ideas or inspire them to take action.
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Communications feedback loop

Sender’s ideas

communicates

Sender

EvaluationComms channels convey messages

Monitoring of stats = 
number of people receiving the message

Build a picture of what the target audience understand from the message, feel about it and if they will do anything as a result

For more on why the words we use are important to help motivate people to change:  
No Cause is an Island https://valuesandframes.org/resources/CCF_report_no_cause_is_an_island.pdf

Great article, but did it make a difference?



A well-planned evaluation runs smoothly and produces 

useful data that will help you do your job even better.  

This checklist of questions will help you think about all 
the important steps to planning an evaluation of your 
communication materials.
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For more help check out the Research Councils UK Public Engagement Practical Evaluation Guidelines: 
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/UKRI-16102020-public-engagement-evaluation-guide.pdf

Thinking through your evaluation
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Q. Who will staff, 
volunteers or an 
existing contractor 
collect, analyse and 
interpret the results? 
Or do you need the 
support of a specialist 
evaluator?

Have you 
considered the 
law (including 
GDPR) and ethics 
in planning your 
evaluation?  
Ensure everyone and 
their data is being treated 
lawfully and fairly.

Q. What skills, 
capacity and 
budget do 
you have for 
evaluating
As a rule of thumb, 
don’t collect more data 
than you have skills and 
capacity to analyse.

Q. Who do you need to ask to get 

the right data?   
For example, do you need to evaluate existing communications 
with Members or try out a new approach with a new audience? 
Are you looking for a representative sample or a small in-depth 
group? How will you recruit them?

Q. What evaluation 
tools do you need 
to develop?  
Road test your tools and 
questions to ensure they 
give the type, quantity and 
quality of data that’s useful 
to you.

How will you store 
and organise your 
data?   
It’s good to get this sorted 
before data collection starts.

Q. Who will use 
the results?
And how?
There is little point in 
evaluating if the findings 
won’t be used.

Q. What do you 
really want to 
know? 
Create 2-4 key evaluation 
questions that you really 
want to know the answers 
to.

Q. What do you 
already know?  
Often organisations already 
have information that could 
save time and energy.

Q. How quickly 
do you need the 
results?  
This will influence your 
evaluation design.

Q. Why are you evaluating? 
Consider what has prompted you to evaluate and what you hope 
to gain. For example, are you writing a new Communications 
Strategy and want to better understand the effectiveness 
of communications or has your organisation identified a 
new audience it wants to reach and you want to ensure 
communications are relevant and inspire action for species.

How can you 
collect the data?  
See overleaf for ideas for 
evaluation tools. Think 
about how you will analyse 
the data at this point too.

How will you 
present and 
communicate your 
findings so they 
are as useful as 
possible?   
Evaluation takes time and 
energy so use what you find 
and spread the word.
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Lifting the bonnet of communications
Evaluation tools can help us lift the bonnet and check out how our 
communications engine is doing. It can help answer those seemingly 
difficult questions of:

• What does my audience think about what we’ve said? 

• Has it altered their awareness or attitudes? 

• What will they do as a result? 

There’s no one size fits all way of evaluating communications but 
here’s a few handy tools to consider.

For more help check out: 
Are We There Yet? A Communications Evaluation Guide 

www.luminafoundation.org/files/resources/arewethereyet.pdf 

The Guinea pig test
Short on time and money? Then ‘guinea-pigging’ is for 
you. Simply draft your communication and show it to 
people not connected with your project - friends, a 
neighbour, your parents, nieces and nephews, your gran 
and see what their reaction is. Don’t give them a briefing 
before they read or watch it just ask for what they think 
straight after seeing it.

Focus group
These can be expensive and time-consuming but are 
not something you’re going to do all the time. If the 
communication you’re working on is critical for your 
organization, are well worth the effort. Recruit 8-10 
people from your target audience to meet for 1-2 hours 

to look at and discuss a sample of your communications. 
Participants are normally offered an incentive to thank 
them for their time.

For more help check out: 
www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/
CitizensAdvice/Equalities/How%20to%20
run%20focus%20groups%20guide.pdf

Audience panel 
If you really want to develop a new audience with your 
communications and develop a long-term relationship, 
you might think about setting-up an audience panel. 
Like focus groups, this is a group of individuals from 

your intended audience but they meet several times to 
work and discuss together. It’s a really useful way to get 
deeper feedback on your communications.

Frame analysis
Framing influences how people interpret or process 
your messages. Frame analysis is a multi-disciplinary 
social science research method that can be used to 

analyse how people understand your communications. 
Frame analysis looks at the wording and imagery used, 
story-telling approach, stereotypes, metaphors, actors, 

messages etc. If you haven’t done it before an expert can 
help undertake the analysis.

For an introduction to framing, 
check out: Common Cause for Nature 
publicinterest.org.uk/new-report-common-
cause-for-nature/

Image credit clockwise from top left: © Alex Hyde, 
Des Callaghan, Alex Hyde, Laura Harbard, Alex Hyde, 
Alex Hyde, Will Meinderts.



Some handy tips have emerged from previous work on impactful 
communications and from evaluating a sample of the Back from 
the Brink communications.

Here’s a few of them…
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Saying it differently
Tip 1: Use a 

simple formula

Try the simple formula 

below for your next blog, 
tweet or post.

awe and wonder

describe the problem

explain the cause

give the solution or 
how things can be 

effective 
conservation 

messaging

Do a quick 
‘message check’ 
on one of your 
organisation’s 

own newsletters 
or web pages.

Image credit clockwise from top left: © Alex Hyde, Outdoor Studios, Corine Bliek, Sian Hughes.
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There’s one simple thing we can do right now - make it 
easier for non-specialists to understand what we say. 

Too often we forget that for most people words like 
‘fragmentation’, ‘habitat’, ‘biodiversity’, ‘species’ are not 
part of normal conversation. Not everyone understands 
them or understands them in the way we mean them. 

Using jargon creates an instant barrier to the reader/

viewer. Removing (or explaining) jargon doesn’t mean 
dumbing down the content, just making it more 
accessible to a wider range of potential supporters.

Tip 2: Ditch the jargon

Chat with your 
colleagues to create 

an alternative 
words list of 

things you can 
use instead of 

commonly used 
technical language.

For inspiration check out the Plain English Campaign 

A-Z of alternative words and a Drivel Defense tool to combat useless text! 
Plainenglish.co.ukis_an_island.pdf

For more help on making your messages positive check out: 
https://conservationoptimism.org/positive-communication-toolkit/

Our wildlife and each and every one of 
the species are amazing – don’t forget to 
put it centre stage and remind people why 
they love and value nature.

Tip 3: Don’t forget to 

 celebrate wildlife
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It’s not hard to capture the imagination with a snow 
leopard or a pine martin. But some plants, animal and 
fungi aren’t blessed with such instant appeal.

Some are small or even miniscule, some can only be found, 

identified or handled by a few specialists in the whole 
country and some are too fragile or secretive to see. 

These seemingly uncharismatic species need a little 

va-va-voom and creatively reframing their story can help 
capture the audience’s imagination.

Tip 4: Reframe species

Pull out a sheet of flipchart paper and 
put a picture of the species in middle.
The ‘hive mind’ is powerful so bribe 
colleagues with tea and cake to fill 

the page with different new angles to 
reimagine the species. For how to show how you can reach a vision rather than just reduce something negative that’s happening look at: 

https://communitychange.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/C3-Messaging-This-Moment-Handbook.pdf

Ever turn over a TV programme because it was too 
challenging or avoid an ad because it dealt with a difficult 
subject. If your messaging is all doom and gloom then 
it could be making your audience ‘switch off’ or give up 
hope. Have a positive focus to your communications, 
don’t overdo the amount of threat and make change seem 

possible. Give examples of where change has happened or 
how we’ve recovered a species (even if it’s not this one) in 
the past to give hope.

Tip 5: Make change seem possible
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Use the formula in tip one to make the case for 
why the wildlife in focus is important before 
asking people to support it.

Tip 6: Avoid direct appeals

For help with choosing the right images and testing them out check out: 
www.resource-media.org/what-they-see-matters

Put real people into your story not just 

wildlife and bucolic scenes. Ensuring you talk 
about people as part of the solution and use 
images that include people helps show that 
wildlife isn’t some remote thing you go and 
visit in idyllic locations on holiday – it’s a real 
thing that’s all around us. Taking a human 

angle can be a very effective strategy.

Tip 7: Put people in the picture 
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Heritage Insider help teams plan impactful engagement and 
understand what difference they’re making. For the last four years 
we’ve been working with the Back from the Brink partnership to 
tell the story of their journey to save threatened wildlife.

Framing Matters help people improve their communications by 
understanding what’s already in your audience’s heads

Image credit clockwise from top left: © Alex Hyde, 
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Alex Hyde, MJ Clark, Ben Andrew.


