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Executive
summary

Effective communications are integral to designing
and implementing a carbon price. They provide the
means for building acceptance internally across gov-
ernment and externally with key stakeholders and the
wider public. This shared understanding and accep-
tance is essential for building a robust policy that can
be sustained through electoral and economic cycles.

This Guide provides practical, step-by-step guidance
on how to develop communications strategies for
carbon pricing, and how to integrate communications
into the policymaking process. The evidence is drawn
from a large body of formal research, including over
30 interviews and an international survey of leading
practitioners from governments, civil society, and
business.

How to communicate carbon
pricing successfully: key
findings

Good communications require good
policy
To effectively communicate a carbon pricing policy,

the policy itself needs to be effective and robust.
There are no "magic words” that can save a policy if it

is poorly designed—and if there is strong opposition,
weak communications can make the situation worse.
Once a good policy has been created, communications
should promote clear examples of its outcomes, and
the policy should include mechanisms for evaluating
its effectiveness. Atthe same time, government claims
for what carbon pricing will achieve—especially in
terms of the economic benefits—should be realistic
and avoid creating unrealistic expectations.

Visible use of carbon price revenues
is often key

People are more likely to accept a carbon price when
the revenues from it are spent on projects that are
consistent with environmental goals, are of high
public concern, or are returned to the public as re-
bates or tax breaks. In some jurisdictions, the visible
application of the revenue should be the dominant
narrative, ahead of the complex arguments around
market mechanisms.

Emphasizing non-climate benefits
may be preferable to focusing
on climate change

Framing carbon pricing as a policy response to climate
change may work well in jurisdictions where levels

Guide to communicating carbon pricing 9



of public concern about climate change are high. In
jurisdictions where awareness of climate change is
low, or the issue is politically polarized, communica-
tions should emphasize the other benefits of carbon
pricing: for example, reducing air pollution, making
energy supplies more secure, or creating jobs in clean
energy. Climate change should always be part of the
discussion, but where and how it is mentioned should
reflect the concerns and priorities of each different
audience.

Good communications are built
around values

Carbon pricing communications should explain how
the policy benefits different audiences in ways that
are relevant to their real motivations, values, and
concerns. These values are very different from the
cost-benefit calculations that form the basis of eco-
nomic assessments. Audience research can be used
to analyze those wider values and concerns in order
to inform policy formation and communications from
the outset.

Trust is critical

Experience shows that the response to carbon pricing
is often a reflection of wider issues of trust in govern-
ment and business, and their perceived accountabili-
ty. If trust in the government is low, the public may be
less likely to trust government explanations of carbon
pricing policy. Research should explore issues around
trust and an engagement strategy should include a
range of trusted peer communicators and networks.

Communications in practice:
tips for successfully
communicating carbon pricing

Incorporate communications
throughout the process

A communications strategy is not an add-on. It needs
to be an integral part of the design of a carbon pricing
policy. Specialists should be involved from the earliest
stages, especially in key decisions like the naming of

the policy and how revenues are used. Communica-
tions are an iterative process and messaging needs to
be regularly evaluated, reviewed, and revised as the
policy is designed and implemented, in order for it to
be successful.

Set out clear objectives

The design of a communications strategy should be
guided by the objectives it seeks to achieve. Identify-
ing and prioritizing objectives at the outset is there-
fore an important part of the process.

Define and engage priority audiences
across the political spectrum

Defining priority audiences early on will help in tai-
loring messages and will inform the communications
strategy. Audience engagement often starts with
building internal support within the government.
External communications then focus on engaging
the sectors and demographics in the center ground
that are open to persuasion while encouraging base
audiences that are strongly in support. Effective
communications overcome partisan divides and en-
gage a wide range of stakeholders across the political
spectrum, helping to build support that goes beyond
election cycles.

Base communications on robust
research

Conducting research is essential for understanding
attitudes, identifying the grounds for support and
opposition, and selecting the best messages and
communicators. Research techniques include surveys
for analyzing attitudes across the whole population,
focus groups for understanding motivations, and
stakeholder engagement to both listen to and inform
key constituencies. Testing strategies, narratives, and
communication materials with target audiences be-
fore they are used helps to gauge reactions and avoid
generating a backlash.

Be consistent

All aspects of a carbon pricing policy—including the
choice of pricing policy, the distribution of the reve-
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nues, and any exemptions—should be consistent with
the overall narrative and framing of communications,
especially in terms of achieving the stated objectives.
Inconsistencies between claims and reality will under-
mine public trust.

Keep it simple

The expert language used in economics, finance,
or climate science reports is appropriate for policy
discussions but should be avoided in public commu-
nications, and replaced with accessible and more
conventional language. Keeping the design of the
carbon price itself simple will help enable communi-
cations too, as comprehensible and “common sense”
mechanisms are far easier to communicate. For more
complex mechanisms, such as emissions trading, it
may be more effective to focus on “what it does” than
to explain “how it works”.

Anticipate opposition early

Organized and well-resourced opponents can un-
dermine a carbon pricing policy, especially if they
are able to dominate the public framing and media
debate. Governments should use audience research
to anticipate opposition at an early stage in the policy
design process, and later test the language that is to
be used in communications to ensure it does not fuel
opposition.

Engage and listen to stakeholders

Communication should be a two-way process that
involves not only informing and persuading, but also
listeningandinvitingfeedbackand advice. Stakeholder
engagement, in other words, is inseparable from the
design and application of communications. Consulta-
tion with stakeholders can help to design the policy,
as well as refine and test the core narratives. Listening
to a wide range of stakeholders, including civil society
organizations and critical voices, will strengthen the
policy and inform communicators about the grounds
on which it is likely to be challenged.

Use trusted messengers

The communication process needstoidentify, nurture,
and support external communicators who can show

a deep understanding of the needs and concerns of
different constituencies. This may involve identifying
trusted people from within a target audience who can
speak to their own sector. For example, businesses
are more likely to respond well to business leaders in
the same industry. Civil society organizations can also
play a key role in building public support.

Framing carbon pricing -
what has worked?

The effectiveness of messages is highly specific to the
audience, culture, and national context within which
they are used. For this reason, audience testing is
essential. While being mindful of these limitations,
audience research and testing suggests that three
narratives should form the basis of communications:

Fairness

Research suggests the perceived fairness of a policy is
one of the mostimportantfactorsinfluencingwhether
people supportit. Carbon pricing can be presented as
a fair way to share responsibility for carbon pollution
and to reward the companies that pollute the least.
If the policy instrument allows preferential treatment
and exemptions for any one sector, or places an
undue burden on a particular segment of the public,
the public may reject claims of fairness, undermining
confidence in the policy.

Balance

The framing of balance implies a considered, rea-
sonable, and moderate position. Carbon pricing can
be presented as a balanced and sensible approach,
encouraging businesses and people to do what is
right for the environment while leaving it up to them
how to do so. If revenues are used to reduce other
taxes, pricing can be presented as a way to re-balance
the tax system by taxing pollution and encouraging
personal or business success.

Shift to clean energy

Many governments focus on the advantages of shifting
to clean technologies—for the economy, environment,
air pollution, national security, and self-reliance. This
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narrative can illustrate how carbon pricing is assisting
businesses and consumers to make that change. This
narrative can be strengthened if revenues are spent
on visible, clean energy initiatives.

Framing carbon pricing -
what has been less effective?

Messages should be tested in their specific context.
With thatimportant caveatin mind, evidence suggests
that the following approaches are riskier:

Cost

Narratives that focus on putting a “price on carbon”
and internalizing the “social costs” of fossil fuels
perform poorly outside financial and economic au-
diences. From the perspective of a layperson, they
focus attention on the negative costs associated with
carbon pricing, rather than the positive benefits. This
is true even when the narrative focuses on carbon
pricing policy as a “low-cost” method of reducing
emissions.

Expert consensus

There is no evidence to show that presenting expert
support for a pricing policy—for example, support
from economists—is effective with a wider lay public,
though it may be more effective with specific stake-
holder groups, such as environmental non-govern-
mental organizations. In other fields, like vaccination,
there are examples of failed public engagement,
where overdependence on expert opinion was coun-
terproductive and increased opposition.

Threat of climate change

In some jurisdictions, climate change is considered
to be a serious and immediate threat. In others, the
issue is politically polarized or not well understood.
In the latter case, it is better to lead with other more
immediate concerns—for example, issues of local pol-
lution and jobs. Negative threat messaging has failed
in many contexts and the more effective narratives
often focus on the positive opportunities of action
rather than the negative consequences of inaction.

12 Guide to communicating carbon pricing



Introduction

Who is this Guide for?

The main audience for this Guide is policymakers, and
communications staff working within the government
sector. It contains advice for governments at all stages
of policy formation—though, consistent with the mis-
sion of the Partnership for Market Readiness (PMR),
particular attention has been paid to the circumstanc-
es of lower-income countries and legislatures that
have not yet adopted a carbon price.

Why is the term “carbon
pricing” used in this Guide?

The term “carbon pricing” is a convenient shorthand
that is widely understood by economists and policy-
makers. By creating a cost for emitting greenhouse
gases, carbon pricing creates an economic incentive
for businesses and consumers to use energy more
efficiently, shift to lower-emissions fuels and technol-
ogies, or invest in lower-emissions processes.

While the focus of this Guide is on explicit forms of
carbon pricing—emissions trading schemes and
carbon taxes—the communications advice it contains
is also relevant for related policies, such as fossil fuel
subsidy reform (see World Bank report on energy
subsidy reform’).

The term “carbon pricing” is not a perfect one from
the perspective of public communications. Not only is
“carbon” poorly associated with climate change in the
public mind, language around price and cost performs
poorly in message testing.

While there is some evidence that this language is
not ideal in English-speaking jurisdictions, there is no
research evidence that recommends an alternative
phrase to “carbon pricing” in any language. The term
is used here because it is well understood by policy-
makers. To engage a wider audience, communicators
may wish to test alternatives terms.

Where does the evidence
come from?

The recommendations set out in the Guide are drawn
from best practice and, wherever possible, supported
by independent research. A major 2018 synthesis re-
port? concluded that thereis “relatively little-published
research on communications around this issue.” The
vast majority of this communications research has
been conducted in developed English-speaking coun-
tries, predominantly in North America and Australia.

The Guide has therefore drawn on supplemental
evidence from 32 interviews and over 200 responses
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to online questionnaires from specialists in carbon
pricing and communications. Wherever possible we
have sought findings from less developed countries,
even when we have needed to use “gray literature”
(i.e. not published in the academic literature) or more
anecdotal material. Where appropriate, we indicate
that findings may only be specific to their national
context.

Why is effective communication
important and how does it
relate to policy?

Communications complement policymaking by ex-
plaining the reasons for carbon pricing, how it works,
and why it is desirable. Good communications also
involve policymakers listening to stakeholders and
understanding their concerns, which can, in turn, lead
to better and more durable policy. Communications
cannot and should not be considered a substitute for
effective policy, nor can they compensate for weak or
incoherent policy.

The role of communications in creating effective and
sustainable policy should not be underestimated.
Multiple policymakers consulted for the Guide have
stressed that policy design directly benefits from the
inclusion of communications expertise at the outset.
As well as helping to build broad-based support, good
communications will also generate valuable feedback
to improve the sustainability of the policy through

changes of government. If key stakeholders and voters
do not understand or support the policy—however
intelligent and well designed—it will be vulnerable to
attack, concessions to powerful interests, or removal
altogether. Inthe case studies mentioned in this Guide,
communications have invariably played a major role in
both the success and failure of carbon pricing policies.

What does this Guide
not cover?

Inevitably, given the huge scope of global carbon pricing,
there are limitations to what can be covered in a single
guide. The following subjects are relevant to the topic
but are not fully covered in this Guide; instead, refer-
ences for further reading are provided.

Communications for compliance and enforcement

This is an important aspect of policy implementation
but is mostly technical and legal in content, and very
specific to the national policy.

Specific stakeholders other than business and
internal government

There are large networks of shared interests, values,
and people in different professional occupations that
can be actively engaged. In some countries, they may
play a key role in enabling or preventing policy—for
example, trades unions are a critical audience.
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How to use this Guide

The Guide is structured around eight steps,
from preparation through to the delivery of a
public-facing communications campaign.

The Guide is designed to provide guidance on
each step in the process of policy and com-
munications design, from conception through
testing to roll-out. We realize that the process
is rarely this linear, that policy and communi-
cations often develop in parallel

, and

that communicators will be at different stages
along this process. Therefore, the Guide often
provides cross-reference links to related and
relevant sections using the  symbol.

Some important decisions—for example, the
naming of the policy—require a careful weigh-
ing of arguments. In these cases, w