
C o m m u n i c a t i o n

An instrument of environmental policy



Communication can be an important policy instrument

S c i e n t i fic re s e a rch shows that commu n i c ation has always played an
i m p o rtant role when gove rnments have been successful in implementing
their env i ronmental policies. Po l i cy instruments wo rk better if they are
properly communicated to the respective target groups. Figure 1 shows the
p o l i cy instruments on wh i ch gove rnments have to draw to implement
environmental policy.  Depending on circumstances communication can be
used alone or in a mix with other instruments.
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State of the Environment

Values Decision making
mechanisms

Potential Objectives Basic knowledge

The objective is to influence

1. Discharges 2. Discharges 3. Use of natural
from production from consumption resources

Instruments

1. Economic 2. Volume control 3. Information
instruments - restrictions awareness raising
- subsidies - regulations - promotion
- deposits - directives - research
- fees - recommendations - information
- taxes - conventions - education 
- compensation (legally binding) and training

Operation of Markets

Consumers Businesses

- consumer information - environmental marketing
- opinion forming - changes in products
- environmental labelling - voluntary agreements

- changes in production methods

Figure 1  Hierarchy of instruments for sustainable development from “Finnish Action for
Sustainable Development”, Ministry of the Environment of Finland (p. 132).
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C o m mu n i c ation can help increase know l e d ge, raise awa reness and ch a n ge
attitudes and / or behaviour. An information campaign can make individuals
aware of their responsibility for the environment and create a solid base for
environment policy in the community. Education can stimulate the learning
p rocess and help ch i l d ren and people in ge n e ral to make env i ro n m e n t a l ly
responsible behaviour part of their everyday lives.

Figure 2 shows what communication experts bring under the umbrella of the
concept which we call communication.

Figure 2 Areas of communications.

Communication as a separate instrument can be successful where not many
obstacles exist to change behaviour towards more environmentally friendly
p ractices. But re s e a rch shows that commu n i c ation has a better chance of
success if it is combined with other instruments such as legi s l ation or
financial instruments. Especially when the aim is to ch a n ge attitudes and
behaviour.

Communications

Scope of communications

Instruction Education Information Public Marketing/
as a Relations Advertising
•  public duty
•  service
•  policy

instrument

Ascending order of influence



The policy process

Research and public affairs studies in different countries have revealed that
policy making is a cyclic process of basically four main stages:

➙ identifying the issue: or agenda setting
➙ formulating the policy
➙ implementing the solutions
➙ management and control.

C o m mu n i c ation has a diffe rent significance and plays diffe rent roles in each of
these stages. Fi g u re 3 shows the role of the gove rnment in the phases of the
p o l i cy cy cl e.  During the identific ation phase the gove rn m e n t ’s role incre a s e s
gra d u a l ly, re a ching a peak at the end of fo rmu l ating the policy. Th e reafter there
is a slow decrease in the gove rn m e n t ’s invo l vement as parties other than the
gove rnment must take action, re flecting a higher degree of public self
reg u l ation. These include local authorities, the business commu n i t y, industry,
NGOs as well as consumers .

Figure 3 The role of government during different phases of the policy life cycle.

Communication in the policy cycle

Identification phase

At this stage the role of commu n i c ations is to place env i ronmental issues on the
agenda. Va rious orga n i s ations in society play an important part here. The centra l
gove rnment adopts a re l at ive ly low pro fil e. Commu n i c ation services need to
listen to wh at people are saying so that they can identify pro blems pro m p t ly and
pin point specific issues affecting the target groups of env i ronmental policy. At
this stage activities also invo l ve commu n i c ating opinions, drawing attention to
the issues, mobilising support and defining themes.
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Identification Formulating Implementing Management
phase policy policy and control
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The methods of communication used in this phase are:

➙ regular opinion and attitude surveys
➙ mass media content analysis
➙ management by speech 
➙ s y s t e m atic and continuous netwo rk with NGO, interest groups and

scientific institutions (public relations)  
➙ regular bri e fings and interv i ews and meetings with interest groups and

the press

Formulating environmental policy

At this stage activities can raise public awa reness of env i ro n m e n t a l
p ro blems, increase the publ i c ’s understanding of the policy proposals and
create broadly based support for the issues. The problems tackled are those
which legislators have accepted but for which solutions have not yet been
found. At this stage the target groups are opinion leaders, decision makers
and the general public.

The methods of communication are:

➙ knowledge/ attitude/practice (KAP) surveys
➙ integrating communication in the mix of policy instruments
➙ design of a communication strategy
➙ communication to /consultation with those who will be involved (public

relations)

Implementing environmental policy

The aim at this stage is to communicate information about how to proceed.
The idea is to communicate the substance of policy and the accompanying
m e a s u res. At this stage commu n i c ation will be mainly aimed at specifi c
target groups.

Methods of communication:

➙ information campaigns
➙ specific information materials
➙ marketing and advertising
➙ instruction
➙ education
➙ consultation of target groups (public relations)

Management and control 

H e re commu n i c ation is provided as a service to sustain new ly adopted
attitudes and behaviour. The aim is to provide information about the policy
t h at is being pursued as well as fe e d b a ck reactions to that policy.
Communication may be in the form of an active service explaining complex
legislation and regulations. It may also be used to announce modifications to
policy instruments, for example legislation.
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Methods of communication:

➙ monitoring and communication of results
➙ regular opinion and attitude surveys
➙ informing on changes of policy design and implementation
➙ education

Figure 4 summarises the methods of communication in the different phases
of the policy life cycle.

Figure 4 Summary of how methods of communication vary in different phases of the policy
cycle  (Winsemius 1985). 

Policy Life-cycle Phase Methods of communication

Identification - regular opinion /attitude surveys
- mass media content analysis
- analysis of communication materials of NGOs, 
- consumer groups
- systematic and continuous network with NGOs

interest groups, scientific institutions
- regular briefings/ interviews and meetings with

interest groups

Formulating - knowledge/ attitude/practice (KAP) surveys
Policy - integrating communication in the mix of policy

instruments
- design of communication strategy
- informative extension/communication to disclose

issues and policy options to those who will get
involved

Implementing - communication as an independent instrument
Policy - communication complementary to other

instruments
- informing groups on the use of other

instruments (news, laws, subsidies etc)
- ex-ante evaluation through qualitative research

Management and - public information
Control - informing on changes of policy design and

implementation
- regular opinion/ attitude surveys (since age-

linked target groups are replaced by younger
generations)



Communication: an instrument of environmental policy

Planning environmental communication

Most of the commu n i c ation activities should be planned well ahead. A
strategy should define the following elements (shown in figure 5):
an analysis of the issues, the role of communication in solving the issues,
determining who it is important to reach (target groups), the message, how
this is most effe c t ive ly delive re d, (means/media), the bu d get, orga n i s at i o n
and evaluation.

Figure 5 The elements of a communication strategy

When education is part of the strat egy you have to take into account the
d i ffe rent modes of education and the specific educational systems yo u
a re dealing with. Integrating env i ronmental education into the sch o o l
system takes a rather long time and a special strat egy to ap p ro a ch the
d i ffe rent actors in the fo rmal education system. Befo re all students in a
c o u n t ry can benefit  more than ten ye a rs of intensive effo r t and
i nvestment are needed.

Steps to prepare a communication strategy 

1.   Analysis of issues

2.   Outline the role of communication

3.   Determination of target groups

4.   Determination of communication targets

5.   Determination of strategy/ message

6.   Determination of means

7.   Budget

8.   Organisation

9.   Plan

10. Evaluation
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Internal communication

E x t e rnal commu n i c ation: commu n i c ation with the wo rld outside yo u r
o rga n i s ation has been described ab ove. Internal commu n i c at i o n ,
c o m mu n i c ation within your orga n i s ation, is as important, if not more so.
This includes instruction, info rm ation, public re l ations, tra i n i n g,
management by walking around and face to face communication.  The most
i m p o rtant aims of internal commu n i c ation are to cre ate support for the
o rga n i s at i o n ’s mission and policy and provide staff with know l e d ge and
motivation. It is intended to make sure that everyone’s energy is focused in
the same direction.  Your own people are your best ambassadors and sales
force for your plans, policies and activities.
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The success of environmental policies depends on how well people are willing to take responsibility for
their environment. Communication instruments provide a basis to stimulate the willingness of people to
change practices and attitudes and enable them to participate in environmental management in the various
aspects of life.
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IUCN - The World Conservation Union

Founded in 1948, The World Conservation Union brings together States, government agencies and a
diverse range of non-governmental organizations in a unique world partnership: over 800 members in
all, spread across some 127 countries.

As a Union, IUCN seeks to influence, encourage and assist societies throughout the world to conserve
the integrity and diversity of nature and to ensure that any use of natural resources is equitable and
ecologically sustainable.

The World Conservation Union builds on the strengths of its members, networks and partners to
enhance their capacity and to global alliances to safeguard natural resources at local, regional and
global levels.
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