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Executive Summary 
 
Appalachia has a rich history that transcends the stereotypes imposed on it by the media. The 
huge region includes some or all of 13 states and 25 million people, more 20% of whom are 
people of color. It’s a matriarchal society that’s rich in art, music and culture and helped build 
the foundation for the American labor movement. Most of all,  community networks and family 
relationships matter in Appalachia. Appalachians know what it means for the wealthy few to 
exploit the many. “People in power use and recycle these strategies not because it’s enjoyable 
to read lurid tales of a pathological “other”—although that certainly informs part of the allure—
but because they are profitable. And if you trace a flawed narrative about Appalachia back far 
enough, you’ll often find someone making a profit,” Elizabeth Catte wrote in her book “What You 
Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia.” Appalachians know Americans have no shortage of 
opinions about them, but very few outsiders have taken the time to listen to their stories and 
understand the history that shapes their values. 
 
That’s why any message directed at people of Appalachia, about any topic, but especially 
something as controversial as the “Green New Deal,” must be deeply connected to the region’s 
values and experiences. It must acknowledge Appalachia’s history of exploitation and call out 
corporations and the greedy few for dividing the rest of us along racial and class lines. It must 
most present an alternative vision that based on local solutions.  

 
This memo is intended for researchers, activists, organizers and advocates in Kentucky, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania and West Virginia who are crafting a Green New Deal for Appalachia. It provides 
an overview of some of the best messaging research about climate change and the Green New 
Deal, and research about how to communicate and engage people in the rural America. It is 
most certainly incomplete. For too long, people in Appalachia have been treated like subjects of 
an experiment. Fortunately, more progressive organizations have realized that the best way to 
communicate with people in Appalachia is to understand values and their history. They are 
starting to build an alternative to the dominant narrative that portrays the region and its people 
as hopeless victims. Instead, organizations from Pennsylvania to Kentucky are telling stories 
about their communities’ resilience, work ethic and interdependence.  
 
Our recommendations take findings from climate messaging research and research about 
engaging Appalachians and filter them through broader messaging recommendations by some 
of the foremost progressive communicators.  
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Recommendations: 

• Every message must be embedded with Appalachian 
values – whether it focuses on jobs or on health.  

• Show respect for the people who worked in coal and 
what they built. 

• Name entities behind the problem. Use the active 
voice.   

• Avoid jargon. Speak people’s language.  

• Don’t focus on the environment, focus on the people.  

• Avoid alarmist messages. Show what the community 
gains. Look to the future.  

• Offer local solutions that connect to regional values. 

• Give examples of local people doing the work. 
 
 
  

Language suggestions 

Embrace Replace 

New good-paying jobs that will provide our children with 
opportunities to put down roots and raise a family 

Good for the economy 

We can place clean air and water for all ahead of corporate 
profits for the few 

We should act to mitigate climate 
change 

CEOs and the politicians they support use race to divide us  (Not mentioning race at all) 

Lawmakers’ decisions to pollute our air and water is 
damaging our health/ Corporations profit off polluting our air 
and water 

The climate is changing/Sea levels are 
rising 

“Everyone, whether they’re black white or brown wants to” 
live in safe and healthy communities/ “” protect their 
children’s health 

We must stop/mitigate/slow down 
climate change 

Damage to the climate Climate is changing 

Local/locally made clean energy, homegrown energy, clean 
energy, made right at home.  

Renewable energy, green energy, 
domestic energy, alternative energy 

Better for families, our children, and future generations Better for the economy 

Use fossil fuels/Use transit Rely on fossil fuels/rely on transit 

Coal helped Appalachia power the country, now it’s time we 
look to the future by putting people to work generating 
clean, homegrown energy  

We must end our dependence on fossil 
fuels and embrace renewable energy 

Low-cost, reliable wind and solar power are here now, 
(Appalachian city/town/state) has done it before with coal 
and we can do it again… 

America is leading, America is the best 
country on earth 

We can come together and choose a different future  We must stop using old dirty energy 
Suggestions drawn from all research, but primarily “Messaging the moment,” “Let’s Talk Climate” and NMAP’s analysis for OVEC 

 

 
 
 

Some core Appalachian values: 

• Kinship/family and community 

• Pride in contributions 

• Pride in culture/history 

• Independence 

• Collectivism 

• Resiliency 

• Work ethic 

• Resourcefulness  

• Fatalism/acceptance 
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Building our narrative  
 
This section summarizes recommendations from communications expert Anat Shenker-Osorio 
and “social justice communications lab,” Opportunity Agenda. These recommendations offer 
principles that should inform the construction of messages about the Green New Deal for 
Appalachia.    
 
The dominant narrative we operate under in the United States has been set by the pro-business 
(anti-people) forces on the right. It’s made of three main components: Racial fears, disgust of 
government and economic resentment.1 
 

Here’s an example of how it 
works. Politicians on the right 
say programs like food aid and 
Medicaid create a “culture of 
dependency” on the taxpayer’s 
dime. So they call for “work 
requirements” for people to 
receive food and basic medical 
care. This message undermine 
the effectiveness of public 
programs (disgust of 
government); paints some 
people as deserving of help 
while others are not (white 
people are deserving, people of 
color are not); and invokes 

taxpayer dollars to convey that the deserving people are subsidizing those who are not 
(economic resentment).  
 
This narrative is so dominant that many Americans automatically accept it as truth. It taps into 
important American values: individualism and hard work. The right also often taps into American 
values of freedom (to call for deregulation) and patriotism (to promote anti-immigrant policies or 
support oil and gas drilling to create energy independence). This narrative also identifies clear 
villains: lazy people who don’t want to work and the government that enables them.  
 
These frames have been so effective that often, politicians and organizations on the left think 
the only way to win is to accept them and adopt their own, watered-down version of the right’s 
frame. In his 1996 State of the Union Address, President Bill Clinton declared “the era of big 
government is over.” From welfare “reform” to banking deregulation – he made good on his 
word. When the left accepts the right’s frame, Democrats might win some elections, but they 
won’t win policies that help people. Over the long-term as Democrats fail to deliver, they lose 
people’s trust.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Chicago convening on Race/Class Narrative 2.13.20  
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Center for Community Change, Messaging the Moment  
By Anat Shenker-Osorio 
 
Communications expert and linguist Anat Shenker Osorio offers a different way. The right’s 
brand is the economy; the left’s is people. And that, she says, is actually a better brand.2 
Progressive advocates tend to be detail-oriented people who know the problems inside and out. 
Instead of focusing on what’s wrong, which can make people feel overwhelmed and hopeless, 
Shenker Osorio recommends:3 
 
1. Lead with shared values: Shenker-Osorio’s research found that although conservatives 
have laid claim to “family values,” it’s a value that works well for progressives, too. “While 
family tested most strongly, we found progressives do better when we lean into a number of 
values including community, fairness and freedom,” she wrote in the messaging guide. 

 
2. Bring people/actors into the frame: name villains: State the problem after establishing 
what’s at stake by lifting up our values. But show that these conditions are not inevitable 
because there are real, human actors behind them. For this reason – avoid passive voice, ie: 
“the climate is changing” or “wages are falling.” Instead say: “CEOs of dirty fuel profit by 
polluting our air and water” or “Employers pay people less.” 
 
In a similar vein, don’t use otherizing language like “beneficiaries” to describe the people we 
advocate for. Describe the conditions they live in. Talk about “people who struggle to make ends 
meet/people working to put food on the table” instead of “the poor” or “working poor.”  
 
3. Create something good, don’t just reduce something bad: “Martin Luther King Jr. had a 
dream, not a complaint.” This is an important principle for advancing a Green New Deal in 
Appalachia. We must talk about the world we want to create, otherwise it sounds like we’re just 
“denouncing whatever the other side puts out to defeat them, not making a sincere attempt to 
see good policy become law.” 

 
4. Focus on outcomes, not on process: Shenker-Osorio describes this principle as “selling 
the brownie not the ingredients.” Similar to recommendation #3, we want to promote something 
different and better. Sell people on the life they will have if we win – not the policy.  

 
5. Describe what you seek, not what you oppose: Do not elevate the other side’s argument 
by trying to bust myths. 

 
6. Introduce particular circumstances and harms after shared value: Addressing harms to 
specific groups (race, gender, sexual orientation) is more effective after leading with a value. 
“Leading with what differentiates us, however, diminishes our reach to persuadable audiences. 
And it often takes the form of leading with the problem…”4 She delves further into how to 
address this principle with her work on developing a Race/Class Narrative (which we will 
discuss below). 

 
7. Alienate the opposition: Bill Clinton’s “era of big government line” encapsulates the left’s 
tendency to try to appeal to everyone. Shenker-Osorio says we end up with a weak message 
that doesn’t excite anyone. Energize the base, persuade the middle and alienate the 

 
2 Shenker Osorio Race/Class narrative webinar Dec 2019 
3 Center for Community Change, Messaging the Moment https://communitychange.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/C3-Messaging-This-Moment-

Handbook.pdf 
 

https://communitychange.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/C3-Messaging-This-Moment-Handbook.pdf
https://communitychange.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/C3-Messaging-This-Moment-Handbook.pdf
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opposition. An energized base will work to persuade the middle. Trying to appeal to the 
opposition means we argue on their terms, not our own. 

 
8. Get less modest: Lastly, Shenker-Osorio says progressive groups are always hedging. We 
say “we work to develop a more sustainable future” or “work to secure living wages for all 
Ohioans.” Take out “work to”, “seek to”, “strive to” and everything like it.   

 

The Race/Class Narrative 
 
Crafting a message that addresses the particular harms endured by people of color can be 
challenging. The right has masterfully used race to undermine the public sector and divide 
ordinary Americans against each other. If we are not careful, we can easily activate racist 
frames. That is what Shenker-Osorio’s Race/Class narrative counteracts. The narrative, based 
on message testing, polling and focus groups, builds on her recommendations to CCC. 
 

1.  Be explicit about race.  
When we establish shared values, 
we must be clear that they apply to 
everyone. She recommends doing 
so through language like 
“everyone means everyone,” 
“regardless of race,” “all people, 
whether they’re Black, white or 
brown, want a safe place to raise 
their families.”  
 
2. Show how racism is used as 
a tool by the villains. Most 
people understand racism to be 
interpersonal, not structural and 
institutional, so white people might 
not see how racial scapegoating 

harms them. Explaining that the greedy few use racism to divide us against each other, 
resonates with people of color and also “gives whites away to understand our toxic racial 
environment without casting them as villains, but instead makes clear why their wellbeing 
requires combating racial scapegoating.”5 
 
3. Be very clear about calling for unity. We run the risk of being accused of sowing more 
division if we highlight race without saying (again and again) that we need to come together 
across race to achieve the world we want.6 
 

The Opportunity Agenda: Value, Problem, Solution, Action (VPSA) 
 
Shenker-Osorio’s research provides the foundation for some of the best messaging 
recommendations in the progressive movement. The Opportunity Agenda distills many of these 
principles into a handy formula: VPSA.  
 

 
5 Ian Haney Lopez, Anat Shenker Osorio, Demos 2018 
6 ibid 
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1. Lead with VALUES to create broad points of agreement and shared goals that will 
resonate with nearly any audience. 

2. Be explicit about the PROBLEM, and how it threatens shared values. This creates a 
sense of urgency and connects individual stories to broader systems and dynamics. 

3. Offer a SOLUTION to give audiences a sense of hope and motivation. Connect the 
solution directly to the problem and make clear where the responsibility for change lies. 

4. Assign an ACTION for the audience to take  concrete next steps. This creates a feeling 
of agency.7 

 
Messaging climate change and the Green New Deal 
 
A number of messaging guides for the Green New Deal and climate change incorporate similar 
recommendations to the ones laid out by the Opportunity Agenda and Shenker-Osorio. Some of 
these guides recommend more alarmist messages that probably won’t work well for many 
people in Appalachia, but most emphasize four things: 
 

1. Leading with values to create urgency demonstrate our stake in addressing climate 
change. Talking about families and children frequently came up as an effective 
approach.  

2. We should not only name the problem, we should name the villains behind the problem. 
3. The problem should be made local and personal – tied to community impacts as well as 

personal impacts like the effect of pollution on health. 
4. We should lift up solutions – especially local solutions and what it means in particular to 

the community we are trying to reach.  

 
Let’s talk Climate: Messages to Motivate Americans 
 
The guide is based on a language analysis, focus groups, and online and telephone surveys. It 
contains several important findings that could help us craft messages about the Green New 
Deal that will resonate with Appalachians.  
 

1. Only 40% of registered voters attribute climate change to primarily human activities 
2. 10% of Americans do not believe in climate change. They are more likely to be men, 

white, Republicans, and live in small towns or rural areas. 
3. 13% of registered voters make up the base. They tend to be Democrats and live in 

urban areas. They want to act now to address climate change. 
4. 77% of registered voters are persuadable: they believe both natural and human activity 

cause climate change but are not sure what we can do to stop it.  
5. 83% of the persuadable middle do not think climate change is a hoax.8 

 
With so many persuadable voters up for grabs, the guide is geared toward reaching them. They 
make the following recommendations:  
 

1. Connect climate action to moral responsibility for future generations. 
2. Debating science doesn’t help – connect it to reality people are experiencing. Say 

“damage to the climate” instead of climate change – frame damage prevention. 
3. Focus on families and children – protecting family health/well-being. 

 
7 https://www.opportunityagenda.org/approach/why-values-based-messaging  
8 ecoAmerica, Lake Research Partners, and Krygsman, K., Speiser, M., Perkowitz, R. (2015). Let’s Talk Climate: Messages to Motivate Americans. 
Washington, D.C.  https://ecoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/eA-lets-talk-climate.pdf 

https://www.opportunityagenda.org/approach/why-values-based-messaging
https://ecoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/eA-lets-talk-climate.pdf
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4. Highlight health - Connect climate to personal and family health. 
5. Show how it will benefit people personally. Make arguments about low-cost, stable 

supply of energy – better for our pocketbooks and health. 
6. Don’t dwell on negatives – go to solutions fast. 
7. Focus locally “we can’t just wait for politicians in Washington to solve our problems.” 

Craft community based messages.   
8. Show the power of “we” – what we can do if we come together.  
9. Evoke lived experience – avoid jargon. 

10. Focus on costs and savings more than jobs and economy – scale down economic 
communication to more personal themes – avoid cost, save money, prevent rising 
prices.  

11. Can do attitude – connect innovations in clean energy to American history of innovation  
12. Talk about fines and rules for polluters, instead of government steps and regulations. 

 
Although Shenker-Osorio helped write the guide, the guide did not include her recommendation 
to “name the villain,” which considering Appalachia’s history of resource extraction and 
exploitation, seems like a key piece of any effective message.9 Ignoring potential new jobs that 
could be created also doesn’t seem practical for messaging to Appalachians.  
 

Our Story Hub’s Climate Narrative: Climate Solutions for An America that Works 
for All of Us10 
 
Our Story Hub is a project of the Proteus Fund that “supports and develop the capacity 
among progressive organizations and leaders for powerful, values-based 
communication on core American beliefs.” Our Story’s climate change message triangle 
relies on three parts: “the threat, the villain and the solution.” 
 

 
 
Takeaways:  

• Their format takes a somewhat alarmist approach, which might not be suitable for 
Appalachia (see Appalachian messaging section). 

• Emphasizes strange weather. 

• Names the villain. 

 
9 Email with Shenker-Osorio 2.18.20 
10 https://www.ourstoryhub.org/index.php/home/issue-narratives/economic-issue-narratives/climate/ 
 

http://www.proteusfund.org/
https://www.ourstoryhub.org/index.php/home/issue-narratives/economic-issue-narratives/climate/
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• The message is local and empowering.  
 

Navigator: A Guide for Advocates Confronting Climate Change and Disarming 
Charges of Socialism11 
 
Navigator, a progressive polling and communications firm, conducted a national online survey of 
1,001 registered voters in March, 2019. Some main findings:  
 

• 72% think climate change is either a dangerous problem now (22%) or needs to be 
addressed now to prevent it from becoming dangerous in the future (50%). 

• The strongest argument links today’s climate consequences to implications for future 
generations. 

• 47% say politicians “are in the pockets of big oil companies and other corporations that 
profit from the burning of fossil fuels.”  

• Most responsive to narratives that mostly point to weather-related consequences: 
droughts that worsen wildfires, storms that damage property and endanger lives, and 
rising seas that increase flood risks. 

• Less responsive to less direct effects like future national security challenges and job 
losses. 

 
Takeaways:  

• Name the villain. 

• Call upon a sense of responsibility to future generations/our children. 

• Name the direct impacts of climate change.  

 
Sightline Institute: Tips for Talking about the Green New Deal12 
 
Sightline Institute “is an independent, nonprofit research and communications center.” They 
created a short messaging guide for the Green New Deal. Sightline’s messages are aspirational 
and grounded in values, while directly naming the villain.  
 
Recommendations: 

• Go bold, think big. Call on America’s can-do spirit.  

• Focus on what we all stand to gain—not tradeoffs. 

• Make the story about top vs. Bottom, not right vs. Left. 

• Climate, health, justice, and economic solutions are stronger together. 

 
Data for Progress: Green New Deal Messaging13 
 
Data for Progress uses “state-of-the-art techniques in data science to support progressive 
activists and causes.” They conducted focus groups on the Green New Deal with base 
Democrats, independent and persuadable/swing voters. Independents identified as middle of 
the road or moderate, while swing voters tended to lean right. They found that the Green New 
Deal has strong Democratic support but could be expanded to swing voters and independents 
by focusing on local, tangible benefits - especially around job creation.  
 

 
11 https://navigatorresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Navigator-March.pdf 
12 https://www.sightline.org/2019/02/19/tips-talking-about-green-new-deal/ 
13 https://www.dataforprogress.org/memos/messaging-green-new-deal 
 

https://navigatorresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Navigator-March.pdf
https://www.sightline.org/2019/02/19/tips-talking-about-green-new-deal/
https://www.dataforprogress.org/memos/messaging-green-new-deal
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Takeaways:  

• All three groups supported taxing the wealthy and major corporations to fund the Green 
New Deal but didn’t want their personal taxes to go up. 

• Having clean water and clean air was one of the most popular elements of the Green 
New Deal. All three groups connected to immediate health concerns.  

• All three groups wanted the Green New Deal’s impacts to be felt locally, in their 
communities.  

• Base Democrats most motivated by climate catastrophe.  

• Independents favored focus on pollution and threats to public health. 

• Swing voters were motivated by the argument that “we owe it to our kids” to act but are 
less convinced of urgency. They liked idea of new jobs. 

 
Blue Green Alliance: Working Class People on Jobs and the Environment 
 
The BlueGreen Alliance, a coalition of labor unions environmental organizations, conducted 
listening sessions with working people in Ohio, Minnesota and Pennsylvania. Participants were 
both white and people of color as well as members and nonmembers of unions.  
 
Some key findings:  

• Jobs and economy are the top issues for union members. 

• Union members say climate change is a problem, but their jobs shouldn’t be sacrificed to 
address it. 

• Both white people and people of color said their communities don’t have enough good-
paying jobs. 

• Participants said corporate greed and outsourcing is costing America jobs. 
o Followed by lack of investment in education and training. 

• People of color prioritized climate change more than white people.  

• White people prioritized clean air and water more than they did climate change.  

• Although both support more clean energy, neither white people nor people of color think 
it will create enough jobs.  

• Participants rejected the idea of having to choose between jobs and the environment.  

• Participants thought training was the best way to bring good jobs to their community. 
 
Takeaways:  

• Highlight clean energy and its potential to create jobs when talking to working people.  

• Give examples of how clean energy can benefit the local community not only through 
good jobs, but also good benefits, good pay and health insurance. 

• Make connections between good jobs and strong environmental protections. 

• Working people are distrustful of big national CEOs and traditional energy companies. 

• Provide a vision for the economy that creates quality jobs in local communities and 
ensures there is clean air to breath and water to drink – working people reject the false 
choice.   
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Communicating in Appalachia 
 
In order to make messages that resonate with people living in Appalachia, we need to know the 
values they hold and the problems they experience. We need to provide them with an analysis 
that points the finger at the right culprit while presenting tangible solutions.  

 
After Donald Trump won the election in 
2016, progressive pundits, leaders and 
donors realized they had ignored 
Appalachia and other rural areas for too 
long. Appalachians are unlikely to trust 
people who seem like opportunists, but 
some organizations have built deep 
relationships in Appalachian communities 
and other small towns. These groups have 
made progressive gains in places that for 
the most part, have been written off as lost 
causes. For almost all of them, starting by 
listening has been key to their success.  
 

Kentuckians for the Commonwealth: 
“We Are Kentuckians: We Choose Each 
Other” 
 
In 2019, after working to develop a 
Race/Class Narrative with Shenker-Osorio 
and Demos, Kentuckians for the 
Commonwealth (KFTC) launched the “We 
Choose Each Other” campaign. One of the 
main goals KFTC’s integrated voter 
engagement (IVE) work “is to develop a 
compelling, progressive narrative and 
immerse enough Kentuckians in that 
narrative to shift the conversation about 
what’s possible for our state and 
democracy.” They began by asking 
members, leaders, allies, and community 
members: “What do you wish people 
believed about Kentucky?”  
 
KFTC formed a narrative strategy team 
that identified common themes. Instead of 
common Kentucky stereotypes of poverty 
and despair, people talked about 
neighbors helping each other and the joy 
of being in a community. KFTC tested 
different messages on social media. They 
ultimately chose “We Are Kentuckians: We 

Choose Each Other” as their narrative brand for 2019-2020. “We believe it’s a reflection of the 
values we kept hearing about from Kentuckians– the idea that we do better together– and that 

“We Are Kentuckians: We Choose Each 

Other” 
 

Video narration:  
 
Here in Kentucky, we do better together.  
 

We look out for each other. If a friend or neighbor is 
hungry, we feed them. When they need help, we 
lend a hand. And we all pitch in to make sure our 
communities have the things we need, like good 
schools, libraries, and parks.  
 

We’re Kentuckians. It’s what we do.  
 

But some of our elected leaders have been putting 
their corporate donors first. And while too many of 
us struggle to make ends meet, they try to divide 
neighbor against neighbor. They want us pointing 
fingers at each other, instead of at them. 
 
They might turn their backs on us. But we choose 
to keep showing up for each other.  
 

When we go to the polls, we don’t just choose 
between parties or candidates. We’re choosing 
what kind of state we want to call home. We’re 
choosing what kind of jobs we want. Whether we 
can go to the doctor when we’re sick. How we want 
to care for our seniors and kids and treat our 
neighbors.  
 
Because we’re the ones who know and care the 
most about our state. We know our stories, our 
recipes, and our songs. We’re hardworking, 
creative, and resilient. Fair and kind.  
 
 

And together, we can elect leaders who represent 
the best in us. Leaders who will show up with us 
and for us – not just on election day, but every 
day.  
 
We are Kentuckians. We choose each other. 
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it’s an inclusive and motivating call to action,” said KFTC communication’s director E’Beth 
Adami.14 KFTC wrote, filmed, and produced a video to launch the brand and have integrated it 
into many of our communication pieces since, as well as widely sharing on social media. The 
video features smiling Kentuckians of different ages, genders and races working in their 
community, attending protests, voting and going to school.15  
 
Takeaways:  

• Community ties are important. 

• Kentuckians don’t see themselves the way other people do. They want to focus on a 
positive, unifying message.  

• Explicitly calls out villains that look to divide us against each other.  

• Gives people agency – urges them to choose each other and elect leaders that reflect 
our values.  

 
People’s Action: How to build a progressive and populist movement in small 
town and rural America  
 
People’s Action (PA) is a national network of community organizing groups. During the 2018 
election cycle, PA’s member organizations and allies knocked on “more than 392,000 doors in 
rural communities and had over 115,226 conversations with rural voters.” PA says their effort 
was part of the movement that elected progressive populist candidates across the country.16 
 
Indeed, between 2012 and 2016, rural areas became 11 points more Republican. But between 
2016 and 2018 Democrats recovered 7 points in the same areas, with the biggest changes 
among white single women (+17), young white voters (+16), and people who have been 
historically modeled to be neither solidly Democratic nor Republican (+14).17  
 
“Rural residents consistently demonstrate broad support for progressive measures like free 
college tuition; Medicare for All; and increasing the minimum wage to $15/hour,” according to 
PA’s 2019 report. “Polling also strongly suggests that small-town voters feel the system is 
rigged for the powerful and wealthy, and a clear majority of rural residents believe that Congress 
is giving tax breaks to the wealthy instead of investing in rural areas.” 
 
PA took an aggressive approach to applying the Race/Class narrative. They asked rural voters 
in Pennsylvania, North Carolina and Michigan if they’d support undocumented immigrants being 
covered by universal health care – a question they chose because it would surface any racism 
right away. They tested the difference in responses between people who received a traditional 
canvass18 and people who received a 12-minute “deep canvass” that also included questions to 
understand more about the voter’s life and how they see their community. PA found the biggest 
word that showed up in voters’ responses was “lack” or something like it.19  
 
Listening to people produced results. Voters who received a deep canvass shifted 10 points in a 
positive direction on the question of extending universal health care to undocumented 

 
14 Based on a presentation by KFTC staff 2.12.20 and a grant report from E’Beth Adami 
15 Watch the video here www.WeAreKentuckians.org 
16 People’s Action: How to build a progressive and populist movement in small town and rural America  
17 ibid 
18 A typical door-knocking canvass is three to five minutes according to Policy Matters Ohio Outreach Director Daniel Ortiz, who formerly served as 

data and analytics director for the Arkansas Democratic Party 
19 Based on a presentation at the Race/Class Narrative convening in Chicago, 2.12.20 

http://www.wearekentuckians.org/


 12 

immigrants. It also resulted in a 4% decrease for Trump, even six weeks after the 
conversation.20  
 
Takeaways:  

• Invest in narrative and communications infrastructure that speaks to rural values. 

• Highlight local residents as core messengers and tap into the existing network of local 
newspapers, radio and social media. 

• Build a policy agenda that speaks to rural needs.  

• Rural and small town communities also need to know that candidates and campaigns 
have an understanding of their experiences and have a clear plan to improve their lives. 

 
Lancaster Stands Up 
 
Lancaster is a rural community in Southeastern Pennsylvania best known for its large Amish 
population. It’s not part of the Appalachian region. Following the election of President Trump, a 
group of organizers led by Lancaster native and messaging expert Jonathan Smucker, founded 
Lancaster Stands Up (LSU).  
 
Smucker, who runs progressive messaging shop, Beyond the Choir, says in the era of Trump, 
all politics are no longer local, they’re national. LSU filled the vacuum by talking to people they 
might not agree with, and continuously engaging people with progressive populist messages 
around local issues.21 
 
LSU combines a thorough populist political analysis with deep community ties. Their brand of 
populism doesn’t divide Americans by left and right, but top and bottom. In 2017 Smucker told 
the Nation Magazine that LSU “punches up at the economic power at the very top and names 
the culprits,” including both the Democratic and Republican parties, while also calling out divide-
and-conquer strategies that use racism, homophobia, xenophobia, and misogyny. LSU’s 
definition of “‘we the people’ includes all of us, regardless of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
or country of origin.”22 
 
LSU doesn’t call for a “blue wave” or for the Democratic Party to move to the left. Instead, they 
say “we need candidates with the courage to take on a corrupt political establishment. We need 
candidates who will stand up to Wall Street and fight for everyday working people.” This frame 
names the culprits at the top and build solidarity across groups by building a “big we”.23 
 
Takeaways: 

• Engage locally. 

• Listen. 

• Name the villains. 
 

 
Appalachia and climate change 
 
Plenty research and guidance exists to help communicators craft effective climate change 
messages. There is also growing body of research about how to best communicate in 

 
20 ibid 
21 Based on Smucker’s presentation at the Race/Class Narrative convening in Chicago, 2.12.20 
22 https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/can-a-group-of-scrappy-young-activists-build-a-road-map-to-progressive-power-in-pennsylvania/ 
23 Ibid. 

https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/can-a-group-of-scrappy-young-activists-build-a-road-map-to-progressive-power-in-pennsylvania/
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Appalachia and rural communities. Until recently, however, there hasn’t much research about 
how to specifically talk about climate change in Appalachia. Polling from the Yale Program on 
Climate Change Communications (YCCC) and recent research commissioned by the Ohio 
Valley Environmental Council (OVEC) provides some excellent guidance.  
 

Yale Program on Climate Change Communications 
 
In 2019, YPCCC conducted polling in every U.S. state, county and congressional district. The 
Appalachian region spans 13 states and encompasses all of West Virginia and sizeable portions 
of Pennsylvania, Kentucky and Ohio.24 
 

 
 

Yale’s polling data shows that many Appalachians could be receptive to positive messages 
about the Green New Deal. (Orange indicates higher percentages, blue shows the lowest). See 
more results below.25  
 

 
24 Map from Appalachian Regional Commission 
25 See more data from YPCCC here https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us/ 
 

https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us/


 14 

 
 

 
 
 



 15 

 

 
 

YPCCC asked people “who should do more about global warming: the president, Congress, my 
governor, my local government officials, citizens or corporations?” In each state, the majority of 
people said they all need to take action, but citizens and corporations got the highest 
responses. (WVA: 55% and 60%. KY: 58% and 63%. OH: 62% and 68%. PA: 63% and 69%).  
 
Takeaways: 

• Even in states dominated by the fossil fuel industry, people believe in global warming. 

• Messaging about the need to safeguard future generations would likely work well. 

• The data reinforces the wisdom of making corporations the villains in our messages.  
  

The Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition and the New Media Advocacy Project  
 
OVEC commissioned the New Media Advocacy Project (NMAP) to create a thoroughly 
researched campaign to reframe the narrative about the Appalachian Storage Hub in the Ohio 
River Valley area that spans WVA and Southern Ohio. While not about the Green New Deal 
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specifically, many of their findings are applicable to our work. NMAP conducted a landscape 
analysis of language about the hub used by the news media, the industry, politicians and 
environmental groups. Below are the main findings:  
 

Themes from the NMAP’s Ohio Valley Language Analysis 

News media Advocates 

• The Appalachian Storage Hub (ASH) 
will be an economic game changer.  

• The hub will help reclaim our “heritage 
as a nation of builders.”  

• Appalachian pride in history of 
providing energy for the nation.  

• ASH will unleash the areas’ untapped 
potential. 

• Republicans and Democrats both 
support ASH. 

• All groups that oppose ASH are 
environmentalists who are holding up 
progress. 

• There are no other solutions. 

• ASH is part of the region’s boom and 
bust cycle. 

• Reporting acknowledges but doesn’t 
go into detail about environmental and 
health risks. 

• Lack of in-depth first person stories. 
Most people quoted are politicians, 
industry players or advocates 

• Lift up other side’s narrative by taking 
about region’s economic challenges 
without offering alternatives. 

• Don’t have a coordinated message  

• Maintain that the petrochemical 
industry is very bad. 

• The future looks bleak if we are 
dependent on petrochemicals. 

• We should be very worried. 

• Advocates want more accountability, 
transparency and scientific research.  

• Another example of boom and bust. 

• Resisting the petrochemical industry 
is the moral thing to do. 

• We won’t stop fighting. 
 

Politicians Industry 

• Petrochemical manufacturing is 
critical, vital, urgent, etc. 

• ASH has been years in the making 
and is inevitable. 
 

• They are providing opportunity.  

• They know what they are doing.  

• They care about the environment and 
are good stewards. 

• They are trying to do the right thing, 
but face an uphill climb due to a lack 
of funding and infrastructure 
challenges. 

 
NMAP used historical accounts, public health studies, social science research, personal blogs, 
church newsletters, and Reddit threads to develop and understanding of the Ohio Valley’s 
cultural values, myths, and beliefs. They also conducted focus groups and one-on-one 
interviews.26 NMAP’s work unearthed some important insights about the Ohio Valley:  
 
 
 

 
26 Braithewaite, Michael. December 2019. Creating a Culturally Relevant, Values-based Campaign for the Ohio River Valley: Reframing the 

Appalachian Storage Hub Using Community First Narrative Strategies  
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Emotional state:  

• People do not feel like they have agency over their own lives. They feel “trapped, 
abandoned, powerless, disenfranchised, and betrayed.” 

• Many are heartbroken because loved-ones and family members moved away.  
 
Values and identity: 

• People derive their identify through kinship and community. 

• Environmental damage and people leaving the community are inevitable. 

• People try to make the best of the situation they are in. (Fatalism) 

• Pride for contributing to the country’s prosperity, being independent and having a rich 
cultural history. 

• Sensitive and angry about being stereotyped as “dumb hillbillies.” 

• See themselves as resourceful, hard-working, kind, resilient and warm.  

• People didn’t mention the natural landscape when asked what they cherished about 
Appalachia, they returned to people and community.   

 
Industry and environmentalists:  

• People knew very little about ASH and petrochemicals.  

• Appalachian men “have always been expected to work until they get sick or die. People 
expressed sadness and fear about the likelihood of terminal illness, but not shock.”  

• People want jobs and survival today, not a clean environment tomorrow or a vague 
promise of a better future. 

• Environmentalists tell people in their community what to do without offering solutions.  

• Environmentalists care about the land, not the people. 

• People care about the environment but only as it’s connected to the health of their 
families and communities. 

• People associate Appalachia with coal. It is a key part of their regional identity.27 
 
Recommendations: 

• Center people and community in visual and written messaging.  

• The environment should play a clear supporting role in advancing healthy and happy 
communities. Place provides the context for the people.  

• Refrain from negative framing and positioning ourselves as “against.” Pivot to positive, 
identity-affirming framing that positions them as “for” clearly spelled out alternatives.  

• People interpret protest messages as being against jobs – center solutions. Lift up 
stories of communities that have good examples of successes with clean energy, 
broadband, tourism, and more. 

• Integrate, or “grandfather” coal into an ever-evolving regional identity. “Coal is the hard 
working grandpa that made it possible for a new generation to take off—we show it 
respect, but times have changed.” 

• Frame these opportunities with positive language such as, “clean/healthy jobs;” “putting 
our resourceful young men to work in the fresh air.” Emphasize any community-
strengthening aspects, like “bringing neighbors together on a bright day.”  

• Be careful not to sugar-coat or oversell.  

• Tell “future-forward” stories that tap into Appalachian youth but also draw from local 
cultural traditions.  

 
27 ibid 
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• Engage in collective community visioning to erode the appeal of petrochemicals – rather 
than taking a crisis approach to messaging.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 
People in Appalachia will be receptive to a Green New Deal, 
but only if it’s framed the right way. The following 
recommendations are based the scan of messaging research 
on climate change and the Green New Deal, Shenker-
Osorio’s Race/Class Narrative, and the impressive work local 
organizations are doing to engage and understand rural and 
Appalachian communities.  
 
Recommendations: 

• Every message must be embedded with Appalachian 
values – whether it focuses on jobs or on health.  

• Show respect for the people who worked in coal and 
what they built. 

• Name entities behind the problem. Use the active voice.   

• Avoid jargon. Speak people’s language.  

• Don’t focus on the environment, focus on the people.  

• Avoid alarmist messages. Show what the community gains. Look to the future.  

• Offer local solutions that connect to regional values. 

• Give examples of local people doing the work. 
 

Language suggestions 

Embrace Replace 

New good-paying jobs that will provide our children with 
opportunities to put down roots and raise a family 

Good for the economy 

We can place clean air and water for all ahead of corporate 
profits for the few 

We should act to mitigate climate 
change 

CEOs and the politicians they support use race to divide us  (Not mentioning race at all) 

Lawmakers’ decisions to pollute our air and water is 
damaging our health/ Corporations profit off polluting our air 
and water 

The climate is changing Sea levels 
are rising 

“Everyone, whether they’re black white or brown wants to” 
live in safe and healthy communities/ “” protect their 
children’s health 

We must stop/mitigate/slow down 
climate change 

Damage to the climate Climate is changing 

Local/locally made clean energy, homegrown energy, clean 
energy, made right at home.  

Renewable energy, green energy, 
domestic energy, alternative energy 

Better for families, our children, and future generations Better for the economy 

Use fossil fuels Rely on fossil fuels/rely on transit 

Coal helped Appalachia power the country, now it’s time we 
look to the future by putting people to work generating 
clean, homegrown energy  

We must end our dependence on 
fossil fuels and embrace renewable 
energy 

Some core Appalachian 
values: 

• Kinship/family and 
community 

• Pride in contributions 

• Pride in culture/history 

• Independence 

• Collectivism 

• Resiliency 

• Work ethic 

• Resourcefulness  

• Fatalism/acceptance 
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Low-cost, reliable wind and solar power are here now, 
(Appalachian city/town/state) has done it before with coal 
and we can do it again… 

America is leading, America is the 
best country on earth 

We can come together and choose a different future  We must stop using old dirty energy 
Suggestions drawn from all research, but primarily “Messaging the moment,” “Let’s Talk Climate” and NMAP’s analysis for OVEC 
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