
PRINCIPLE 1

Resonate: Work with people’s stories about nature

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Resonat

e

The main problem 
with the concept of 
‘biodiversity’ is not that 
it doesn’t resonate 
with people’s existing 
understanding of nature: 
it’s that it resonates  
with the wrong bits.

Questions

Intellectually, people appreciate the diversity of 
living things and the roles they play in keeping an 
interdependent system in balance, but the idea that 
this diversity is a variable that can go up and down isn’t 
something most people experience. Faced with this 
very abstract concept, people automatically draw on 
what they already know about the incredible power of 
nature to regenerate and adapt over very long periods 
of time – and conclude that, in the long run, nature 
will find a way. So there isn’t really a problem!

This is a real shame, because people also know that 
– on much shorter, human timeframes – nature 
can’t keep up. They understand that our impact on 
the natural world is inevitable, and that we are failing 
to strike a balance between positive and negative 
impacts.

Both these big stories about nature – nature finds a 
way and nature can’t keep up – are already circulating 
in our culture. The stories we tell need to resonate with 
both of them. The problem with the ‘biodiversity story’ 
is that it only activates the first of these big stories. To 
engage a public audience with biodiversity issues, we 
need new stories, concepts and language that make 
it clear that, yes, nature can find a way, but only if we 
allow it the time and space, and where necessary help 
it to help itself.

How could you use the stories of “nature finds a way”  
and “nature can’t keep up”?

Do your messages work on human timescales?

Could you use “biodiversity” less for public audiences?
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Resonate: Work with people’s stories about nature

Resonat
e

Case Study:  
The RSPB’s ‘Giving 
Nature a Home’ 
campaign

Giving Nature a Home  
is an integrated 
advertising, engagement 
and support-building 
campaign to encourage 
action for urban wildlife.

The campaign tells the following story:

“Nature is in trouble and needs help. If there’s no home 
for nature, there’s no nature. Homes are where we eat, 
where we sleep, and where we bring up our families. 
It’s just the same for birds and other wildlife.”

“No matter how big or small your outside space, 
everyone can make a difference and create a home 
for nature. There are things you can do at any time of 
year, from growing flowers in spring to creating winter 
wildlife homes.”

The public are able to request a ‘Give nature a home’ 
guide packed full of simple, fun activities to help 
wildlife where they live. Online support and inspiration 
is also available across social media platforms – letting 
people get ideas and share their successes for giving a 
nature a home as they happen.

To date, over a quarter of a million people have started 
helping nature on their doorstep.

homes.rspborg.uk
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PRINCIPLE 2

Astonish: be amazed by nature

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Astonish

Tap into awe and wonder 
at nature’s capacity to 
grow, adapt and recover; 
and position living things 
as the products and 
agents of this process.

Nature is amazing. You would be hard pressed to find 
someone who has never once been stopped in their 
tracks by the awe-inspiring wonder of nature, from 
discovering bugs in their back garden to watching 
exotic species on their television screen. This feeling of 
awe and wonder provides a fantastic starting point for 
engaging people with the threats to the variety of life 
on earth.

There are many aspects of the natural world that 
inspire this feeling of wonder: its beauty, its immensity, 
its extraordinary diversity. If we want to engage people 
with biodiversity issues – beyond simply nature as a 
whole – then honing in on the remarkable process of 
growth, adaptation and recovery that is at the heart of 
the nature finds a way story is a perfect fit.
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Questions Could you do more to celebrate the awe and wonder 
of nature?

What examples of remarkable processes of growth, 
adaptation and recovery could you highlight?



PRINCIPLE 2

Astonish: be amazed by nature

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Astonish

Case Study:  
ARKive

ARKive is an initiative  
of Wildscreen, a charity 
that aims to use the 
power of wildlife imagery 
to inspire people to 
discover, value and 
protect the natural world.

With the help of the world’s best wildlife filmmakers 
and photographers, ARKive is creating an awe-inspiring 
online record of life on earth, bringing the natural 
world into homes and classrooms around the world.

As well as species profiles brought to life through 
spectacular imagery and film, the ARKive website 
includes resources on numerous conservation and 
biodiversity issues. Conservation in Action, produced 
to highlight ARKive’s tenth anniversary, highlights ten 
endangered species that are on the “road to recovery”. 
Survival is a mobile game that focuses on endangered 
species emphasising their amazing skills and abilities 
that allow them to survive.  
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PRINCIPLE 3

Motivate: It’s not all doom and gloom

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Motivate

Focus on the imbalance 
between the negative  
and positive impacts  
of human actions. 
Celebrate the positive  
and don’t focus 
exclusively on  
the negative.

Questions

The story that nature can’t keep up recognises that 
people can never avoid having an impact on nature, 
but also tells us that this impact is not always negative. 
What we need to do is strike a balance between 
our needs and nature’s needs, between our ability 
to protect and enhance the natural world, and our 
tendency to destroy it.

Framing risk is always difficult. Focus solely on 
humanity’s destructive side – extinction, habitat 
loss, climate change – and people feel defensive, 
powerless, apathetic in the face of a problem that is 
too big, too difficult to tackle. Gloss over the problems, 
and the message becomes uselessly diluted.

The idea of imbalance can prevent us from falling into 
these traps. We need to recognise the consequences 
of failing to give nature the time and space it needs, 
but at the same time celebrate the good things we 
are doing. This message needs to be empowering – 
demonstrating and highlighting the positive actions 
people can take to help tip the scales further in 
nature’s favour.

Where you could you use the idea of imbalance 
between the needs of nature and the needs  
of humanity?

How could you better celebrate the positive impacts  
of your organisation, volunteers or supporters?

When raising awareness of a problem, do you also 
promote an action that people can take to redress  
the balance?
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Motivate: It’s not all doom and gloom

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Motivate

Case Study:  
Hay Time

The North Pennines 
AONB Partnership’s Hay 
Time project aimed to 
enhance and restore 
upland hay meadows 
within the AONB by 
harvesting seed from 
species-rich meadows 
and spreading it on 
nearby sites that had lost 
their special species.

The project aimed to increase public awareness, 
enjoyment and understanding of this internationally 
important habitat.

Hay meadows and the diverse array of plants and 
animals they support rely on human actions – in 
this case a cycle of traditional farm management, 
and their gradual evolution is intimately linked with 
human development. The project’s public engagement 
programme focused not just on the importance of 
the hay meadows for biodiversity, but on the human 
heritage of these habitats., recognising that they would 
not be the wildlife-rich jewels they are today without 
the labour of generations of farmers.

The project’s engagement programme included 
a week-long exhibition, roadshows and school 
workshops, as well as producing a book on the history 
of haymaking in the area.
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PRINCIPLE 4

Demonstrate: Show, don’t tell

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Demonstra

te

Show people how nature 
works for us – don’t just 
tell them that nature 
matters or how much  
it is worth.

Questions

In our everyday lives, it can often seem that we don’t 
need nature. It’s difficult to see how dependent people 
are on natural processes when most human spaces – 
cities, roads, homes – seem to be based on keeping 
nature out. We may easily assume that regardless of 
the damage we do to nature, humanity will find a way.

This lack of tangible, visible evidence of the ecosystem 
services that nature provides makes it tricky to counter 
this unhelpful story. Despite the oft-quoted figures 
of nature’s economic worth, awareness of these 
processes remains low; the statistics don’t tally with 
people’s daily experience.

Therefore rather than simply telling people that nature 
matters, we need to show them how nature matters 
and how it works for us. For a public audience, these 
processes need to be brought to life, not through 
putting a value of them – focusing on need – but by 
tapping into the fascination, awe and wonder that  
they provoke.

Think of an example of how nature works for us. How 
could you bring it to life by tapping into the awe and 
wonder of this process?

Where can you show people how nature works for 
them instead of simply stating how much it is worth?
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Case Study:  
OneOak

The OneOak project, 
created by the Sylva 
Foundation, aimed to 
increase engagement 
with the importance 
of sustainable forest 
management.

By following the life story of a single oak tree, the 
project sought to explain issues that were unfamiliar to 
many people and make them accessible by celebrating 
the tree’s life, and what it provides for both people and 
the environment after being felled.

In making visible the connection between the wood 
people use in their everyday lives and the tree as a 
living organism with its own story, OneOak provided a 
different way of engaging people with the sustainable 
management of woodlands – to protect and increase 
biodiversity and to provide valuable ecosystem services 
such as flood and soil protection.

People were able to participate in and follow the 
project from the felling of the tree right through to a 
final exhibition at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh 
almost two years later, attended by over 49,000 
members of the public.



PRINCIPLE 5

Reconnect: a natural place of reconnection

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Reconne

ct

Draw on the idea of 
nature as a place where 
one reconnects –  
with nature, with each 
other, across generations, 
with what really matters, 
with oneself.

Questions

In a society that is becoming ceaselessly faster, 
more complex, more inhuman, natural places offer 
a powerful space of respite from the stresses of 
the modern world; a tonic against the feeling often 
expressed in our research that humanity can’t keep up.

Set against this story, the idea of nature as a place of 
reconnection offers a powerful draw. Natural places 
move to simpler, slower rhythms, providing a stage for 
improved communication and immersive experiences 
common to all generations.

Here, it can help to start small. Engage people in the 
special, local places that matter to them, places that 
are brought to life by the plants and animals that share 
the space. The problems facing the natural world 
can be easier to grasp when grounded in places that 
people value and care for, where nature is a part of 
everyday life.

Can you offer people a way to reconnect with and 
through nature?

How could you use the natural world to bring families 
and communities together?

Where could engage more people in local places that 
matter to them?
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Reconnect: a natural place of reconnection

Engaging People in 
Biodiversity Issues Reconne

ct

Case Study:  
The Sowe  
Valley Project

Led by Warwickshire 
Wildlife Trust, The Sowe 
Valley Project was part of 
Natural England’s Access 
to Nature scheme, and 
aimed to reconnect 
- both physically and 
mentally - the local 
community in Coventry 
with the river valley, 
as well as improving 
the valley’s biodiversity 
through environmental 
activities leading to 
increased access to and 
understanding of the 
natural environment. The 
project directly engaged 
over 3500 people over a 
three year period.

One of the key aspects of the project was to set up 
a regular volunteering group, which was successful 
in building friendships and positive intergenerational 
relationships, as well as engaging people in site 
management, removal of invasive species, and river 
clearance. The project has led to the formation of the 
Friends of Sowe Valley, a group of proactive residents 
who intend to continue to manage and protect the 
valley beyond the life of the project.

More information about the project and learning 
papers can be found on the project website.

PRINCIPLE 5 PAGE 10 OF 10


