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Creating good policy is often not good enough on its own.
Without the right story, even the strongest commitments can be
disregarded, misconstrued, or actively reframed by others. This
manual is a practical guide for EU and member state officials as
well as communications practitioners to build a better narrative
of global governance that fits with today’s contested world.

Narrative work is most powerful when it is proactive, not reactive.
This manual is designed to be used at the start of policy cycles,

not after positions have hardened and the framing battle has
already been |lost.

Authors: Karla Kroner, Melissa Li, Amanda Pridmore (Global Public Policy Institute)

September 2026
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Step 1: Reading the Room

— __— Name the policy problem, map the narrative environment,
_®_ and identify the narrative challenge

Step 9: Stress-Testing the Narrative

@ Anticipate reception and assessment risks, develop
mitigation stategies, and test, monitor and evaluate

Step 2: Knowing Who Matters

® ldentify your key audiences, conduct research on your
@ ' audiences, and classify audience stance and map

engagement strategy Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s
Messages

Build your narrative, define your key messages, and
choose your language and tone

|

Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case

I Develop the core argument, map internal positions,
HE - : :
W assess credibility and identify the messenger




Definitions

Strategic narrative: A story told by political actors to build a shared understanding of the past, present, and future, with
the aim of shaping the behaviour of domestic and international audiences (Miskimmon et al. 2014).

Counter-narrative: A competing story offering audiences an alternative account of the same events or system.

Narrative environment: The set of narratives and counter-narratives already competing for your audiences' attention on
your issue; the stories against which new narratives will be measured.

Audience: The specific groups whose perception must change for a narrative to achieve its goal.

Argument: The logic underneath the narrative: a core claim, supported by reasons and verifiable proof points, tested
against the evidence and stories that cut against it.

Messaging: The audience-specific distillation of the narrative: the thing your audience should remember and be able to
repeat.

Messenger: The person or entity that delivers the narrative. The same words carry differently depending on who says
them and what relationship they have with the audience.
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Step ‘l: Reading the Room

Goal: The first step is to map the narrative landscape, define your goal, and build an impact logic to get there.

Approach: Strategic narratives never exist in a vacuum. They compete with alternative framings, entrenched assumptions, and
counter-narratives promoted by other actors. Before you begin, make sure you have named the policy problem explicitly. A narrative
built without a clear problem statement risks being strategically adrift. This step then maps that environment the policy problem
created and identifies the specific challenge that you are trying to address. From there, you can establish the narrative goal — what
change is realistically achievable given what you are up against — and translate it into an impact logic.

121 Name the Policy Problem

Every narrative exists for a reason — something you are trying to achieve, in a specific situation, often against a specific obstacle.
Before any wording is drafted, this has to be written down as a clear problem statement: the goal, the tension standing in its way,
and why it matters now. This is rarely as settled as it seems. Ask a room of policymakers what exactly they are trying to accomplish
on a given issue and you will often get several different answers, or none at all. Agreeing on the problem statement is therefore the
first step to a good narrative — everyone who will own it has to agree on what you are actually trying to communicate about.

Problem statement: Ahead of the upcoming COP, the EU wants to mobilise partners for an ambitious outcome on climate governance.
However, its own climate finance commitments are falling short of expectations due to disagreement between member

states, which officials worry will hinder its ability to lead on climate change mitigation.



Step 1: Reading the Room

1.2 Map the Narrative Environment

ldentify the main narratives currently shaping t
your issue and enter them in Table 1.2. For eacr
promoting it, which audience it is aimed at, and what makes it
resonate. In the final column, assess its relation to your
position. Is it directly competing, an alternative framing, or

complementary?

Table 1.2: Narrative Environment Mapping

Narrative

Narrator

ne debate on
~nhote who is

Quality Criterion: Context Sensitivity

Your narrative lands in a specific geopolitical context, in front of
audiences who bring their own histories, grievances, and prior
exposures. Mapping the narrative environment ensures your
argument meets your audience where they are, not where you

Imagine they are or where you would like them to be.

Target audience

Why it resonates

Relation to your position

“The North promises, the
South pays” — wealthy
countries loreotch ambition
while under-delivering to
those least responsible for
the crisis

Partner-coun’crv
negotio\’cing blocs: climate
J'ustice movements

Partner-country Publics
and negotiators; 9'0'00\'
media

Grounded in real findnce
shortfalls and longer
histories of unequal
burden-sharing

Directlj competing

“Climate ambition costs
J'obs and competitiveness
at home”

Domestic sce(o’cics; some
member-state actors

European loulolics; national
media

Sloeo\ks to energy prices
dnd economic omxie’cj

Alternative framing
(domestic constraint on
your narrative)

“Paris is still working" —
climate coopem’cion
continues to deliver o{esloi’ce

defections

UNFCCC:; like-minded

states

Negotiators; 9|oba| media

Aloloeotls to shavred
achievement and sunk
investment in the regime

Po’cen’ciallj complemen’tmv



Step 1: Reading the Room

1.3 Identify the Narrative Challenge

Based on your mapping in Table 1.2, complete Table 1.3
In three steps.

First, identify where the current narrative is falling short
and define the narrative challenge. Look across Table 1.2
for patterns on potential credibility gaps, effective
counter-narratives, and audiences your institution is not
reaching.

Second, define the narrative goal by naming the change
you want to achieve. Be specific and ask yourself: Does
your goal aim to achieve short-term or long-term
change? How would you measure change or success?
Third, sketch an impact logic: If [perception X shifts],
then [Y will follow], which contributes to [broader goal].
Capture everything in Table 1.3.

Table 1.3: Narrative Challenge, Goal and Impact Logic

The EU's “climate ckolmloion" story is losing

glha;ﬁgﬂ\éee credibility with the partners due to its visible
say-do gap.
By the close of COP, the EU wants to shift how key partner-
country audiences characterise the EU: from 'over-promises
Narrative and under-delivers' towdrds 'candid about limits, reliable
goal when it commits'. Medium-term change (12-18 months),
measured through partner statements and media framing.
If key partners perceive the EU as honest dbout what it
can and cannot fund and why, then they will re-engage
Impact logic with the EU rather than dismissing its ambition rhetoric,

which contributes to a cooperative, implementation-
focused COP outcome.



Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
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Goal: This step identifies who the narrative needs to reach, how well you know them, and what a realistic engagement objective

looks like for each audience.

Approach: Even compelling narratives fail if they do not meet intended audiences where they are and speak to them in ways they
understand. This step grounds the narrative in the real people it needs to move, their priorities, their scepticisms, their information
environment, and their current stance towards the actor you are representing and global governance as a whole. By developing
concrete personas and classifying audience stances, you can shift from broadcasting a narrative to becoming more strategic.

2/ ldentify Your Key Audiences

Cast a wide net, then narrow
to three: Look back at the
goal(s) you set in the last
step and your impact logic.
Who is it that you need to
reach with this narrative: are
they individuals, groups, or
organisations? Think broadly:
Who has a stake in this issue?
Who might block it? Once you
have a list, cluster audiences
Into categories, then select
your top three key audiences
— the ones whose perception
matters most to the success
of this narrative.

Figure 2.1: Naming Your Three Key Audiences

European publics

partner-country Publics

partner-country negotiators (regionall blocs)

member-state policymakers dcademic observers

climate journalists (European and int. outlets)

climate-focused NGOs

business coalitions

Cast a wide net

e relevance to your
narrative goal

e degree of

European youth climate networks climate activists —; influence —;

e reachabillity

e potential for
multiplier effects

UNFCCC secretariat

Prioritise

Partner—coun’crj
negotiators, who decide
whether coalitions form.

Climatejournalists,
since they set the frame
through which everyone
else hears the EV.

European youth
networks, who will
influence the long-term

impact of the EU’s

climate work.

Narrow to three

Examples for “casting wide”: citizens (from a specific member state or region, urban or rural, etc.); member-state
policymakers and civil servants; 10 representatives; civil society organisations and NGOs; journalists and media
outlets; academic and think-tank communities; business and industry associations; youth network.




Step 2: Knowing Who Matters

2.2 Conduct Research on Your Audiences and Build Personas
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From category to concrete individual: For each of your three key audiences, deepen your understanding through (1) structured
reflection on the questions you outline, (2) exchange with members of your intended audience where possible; where it is not, then
with expert audiences, and then (3) research where you find gaps (e.g., country profiles, public opinion polls, EU delegation

reporting/embassy briefings, etc.).

Table 2.2: Characterising your Audiences

Key Who they are What they Information Challenges & Relationship to Entry points
audiences care about behaviour heeds the topic
Demography, Core values, Where they get What problems Prior knowledge, What would make
location, cultural priorities, news, trusted do they face? personal stakes, them engage?
background,... everyday sources, media What do they past exposure,... What resonates
concerns,... habits,... need to hear? emotionally?
Climate International Headlines and Primary Tight deadlines; Often high level of | Transparency;
journalists reporters and breaking news; documents, need numbers, expertise; followed dccess to

(int.)

editors covering
COP negotiations
for international
outlets; mix of

staff and

freelance

access to decision-
makers: data they
can veri{zj
independently; the
“story” behind

policg

interviews with kej
dctors, dlternative
sources / activists,

data

named sources, dand
plain-language
explanations that
hit at the stakes;
needs to be ‘news-

worﬂ'\j'

o(evelopments over
years; interested in
promises vs. o(eliverg

policgmakers;
honest answers on
shortfalls; a more
'human face’ to
climate policy
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Step 2: Knowing Who Matters

Use this to build a persona — a vivid, specific portrait of a typical representative of that audience. Give them a name. The persona

becomes your mental reference point for every storytelling and strategic decision in the steps that follow. Try to come up with a
persona statement.

Elena, 38, is a climate cowespono(en’c for an international dgency, based in New York and on the road for every COP since
2018. She has filed hundreds of stories on climate and knows the ends-and-outs of climate finance by heart. She works from
primary documents, nego’cio\’cor sources, and NGO trackers, and treats institutional press releases with initial skelo’cicism, looking

for the story behind the story. Her editors want accountability angles; her deadline is today.

Elena will report numbers she can veri{zj ino(eloeno(en’clj, will handle any institutional statement with caution, and is more likelj

to reward institution that hands her the full picture before she has to dig for it.
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Step 2: Knowing Who Matters

2.3 Classify Audience Stance and Map Engagement Strategy

To understand the audiences’ positions, first assess their current stance towards you and global governance. Then consider what
this means for their stance towards the argument you want to make. Each stance calls for a different engagement logic.

Stance Possible engagement strategy
e Supportive: Already aligned with your direction. Likely to -~ Deepen engagement, equip with shareable content,
amplify and advocate. mobilize to amplify
e Indifferent: No strong view yet. Open to persuasion if Make the issue personally relevant, reduce complexity,
approached relevantly and accessibly. - build awareness first
e Opposed: Holds views that conflict with your perspective. - Listen and acknowledge concerns, reframe; don’t confront,
May actively resist or counter it. seek common ground

Important: An actor’s stance is not fixed, but rather a starting point that shapes how you communicate. An audience might be supportive of global governance in
principle but opposed to a specific framing. Be precise about what they support or oppose, and why, and consider this when filling out the narrative framing table.

Figure 2.3: Audience Stance Towards the Actor and Global Governance

Towards you Implication for your engagement with the audience(s):

X — A —m  — Elena doesn't have a strong opinion on the EU -

supportive indifferent opposed she is move swayed by_what it says and does. This medns

engaging_with her needs to be Fa_c’c-baseo(,_ug{:ront, and

focus on the places where the EU wants to put its money

and what its vision for change is.




Step 2: Knowing Who Matters

Towards global governance

X

supportive

indifferent

Table 2.4: Audience Stance Towards the Narrative Challenge

Key audience

Stance towards
the narrative
challege
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Implication for your engagement with the audience(s):

opposed Elend is in favour of 9lobo\| climate governdnece, which is wkg she

decided to focus on this field, bufﬁms neutrally. This medns

making sure to give her good information dnd dccess on the EU's

work towards 9lobo\| climate change mitigation.

Why?

Implication for your
engagement with the
audience(s)

Climatejournalists
(international)

Indifferent-to-sceptical: no
stake in the EU's success, but
strong stake in JCes’cing its

claims

They are more focused on the
development of climate governance
than on a specific actor; not
always EU-based

Speak to sceptisism and critique directly.
Outline key points on climate goals and
shortcomings before they have to dig for it.
Make sure to offer verifidble numbers, access to
messengers, and highlight the stakes and
immediacy (from the EU's perspective).




() ENSURED )

Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case

Goal: This step builds the core argument of the narrative, stress-tests its credibility, and ensures internal alignment across individual
and institutional voices before the message is crafted.

Approach: A credible narrative is more than a factually accurate story. To be convincing, it should honestly engage with the tensions
and counter-arguments it will inevitably face. This step moves from the analytical groundwork of Steps 1 and 2 to the construction of
the argument itself: what you want to convince people of, why that claim is (not) believable, and where it is vulnerable.

Internal alignment is treated here as a prerequisite. An argument that is undermined by contradictory positions elsewhere is less
likely to survive contact with informed audiences. This step therefore asks not only what your institution wants to say, but who is
best placed to say it, and whether the broader institutional context supports or undermines the message you are hoping to spread.

3./ Develop the Core Argument

Based on your impact logic from Step 1 and your audience analysis from Step 2, define the central claim you are looking to make.
Build the “architecture” of your argument in Figure 3.1 and enter the claim alongside supporting arguments and the proof points that
underpin it. Supporting arguments are the key reasons why your core argument holds — the logical steps that make it convincing.
Proof points are the concrete evidence that backs each supporting argument: specific facts, data, commitments, or examples that an
audience could verify.

As a next step, identify possible evidence that counters your argument(s) and existing counter-narratives your argument may face.
Note that these two terms are distinct: countering evidence refers to actions that contradict the argument you would like to make,
while counter-narratives are broader framings — such as on European imperialism or double standards — that your argument will have
to contend with as you communicate in the local context. Mapping both will give you a clearer picture of how credible your argument
Is and where it needs strengthening. Both must be addressed explicitly; acknowledging them is a sign of credibility, not weakness.



Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case

Figure 3.1: Core Argument Architecture

Core argument }
In a world of 9e0|oo|i’cica| uncertainties, the EU is the climate

partner that can be relied on, because it stays at the table, is

honest about its constraints, and delivers on what it commits.

Supporting argument Supporting argument Supporting argument
What reasoning supports your What reasoning supports your What reasoning supports your
core argument? core argument? core argument?

e.g., from across policy areas, e.g., from across policy areas, e.g., from across policy areas,
topics within a policy area, etc. topics within a policy area, etc. topics within a policy area, etc.

The EU stays when others walk The EU keeps many key promises. The EU is trying to be
awaly. transparent about trade-offs.

Foundation: Proof Points
What facts, actions or track record back the argument?

Continued commitment to the Paris Domestic emissions- Openly stated constraints and
framework after successive US reduction track record,; the reasoning behind finance
withdrawals; collectively the largest  commitments tabled with decisions; willingness to say what
provider of public climate finance; timelines and tracking it cannot fund and why.

sustained presence across UNFCCC mechanisms.

tracks.

Countering Evidence

Where do EU actions
contradict the
argument?

EU climate finance falls short of
partner needs; some member
states have cut development

budgets; border carbon measures

impose costs on many Plural South
exporters; internal divisions over
headline targets; Commission’s

move awady from Green Deal.

Counter-Narratives

What broader framings challenge
the argument regardless of the
facts?

Europedn hgloocrisg / double

standards (‘preaches ambition,

protects itself'); green

loro’cec’cionism
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Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case

3.2 Map Internal Positions

Before assessing credibility in detalil, take stock of what other actors in Where a position is uncertain or unknown, make a
your institution are communicating on the same issue. Describe those note. An unknown position is a potential credibility
actors relevant to the topic you are addressing in Table 3.2 and map their risk, as it can develop into a counter position over
known positions. time — mapping out your blindspots helps you get a
full picture of where the conversation may be
Table 3.2: Internal Position Mapping headed. Another question to ask vyourself: Is
Actor within Position / Consistent | If divergent, how evei’yone. involved aware of the "architecture” that
your institution| communication | with core to handle? you've laid out above?
approach to the argument
problem | -
Quality Criterion: Coherence
Climate Leads on Yes N/A .
directorate (your | partnership-and- Coherence means the narrative holds together
team) delivery framing across policy areas and forums, telling a
consistent story of the problem the EU is facing,
Trade directorate | Emphasises Partially Agree shared language on what its values and interests are, and what
competitiveness and | divergent fair transition' and pre- vision it has for the future. Mapping internal

agreed lines on border
medsures before COP; dvoid

duelling framings in the

enforcement of
border carbon

positions is the first step to achieving this.

measures
same week . . . .
Full internal alignment Is rarely achievable, as the
EU delegations Variable: local Unknown Brief delegations on the Conte>.<t of policy top|c§ d|.ffe|.fs greatly.. The goal,
in partner messaging not yet architecture; they are then, Is not to resolve Institutional tensions but to
countries alighed with the also candidates for ensure your narrative strategy accounts for them.
drgument messengers

adarchitecture
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Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case

3.3 Assess Credibility and Identify the Messenger

Drawing on both Table 3.1 and 3.2, ask why your key audiences would find your argument believable, and why they might not. Where
you have flagged unknowns in Table 3.2, treat these as credibility risks until confirmed otherwise. A credibility gap is not necessarily
a reason to abandon an argument, but it must be named and addressed rather than ignored. If your argument requires the audience
to overlook a known inconsistency, consider whether the narrative could actively acknowledge and contextualise that inconsistency

rather than avoid It.

Based on this assessment, identify the recommended messenger: the
actor whose track record, institutional role, and existing relationships with
your key audiences make them best placed to carry the argument, and
whose position in Table 3.2 is most consistent with the core argument. In
most cases, a narrative coming from a trustworthy individual is more likely
to win over audiences than those coming from the organisation itself.

Table 3.3: Credibility Assessment and Messenger

Audience

Why they would find it
believable

Why they might not

Quality Criterion: Credibility

A narrative is only as strong as its audience’s
openness to believe it. Credibility often means the
argument is factually grounded, aligned with the
EU’s track record, and delivered by messengers
whose institutional role and relationships make it
convincing to the specific audience receiving it.

Recommended
messenger

Key credibility risks

Climatejournalists
(international)

The EU shows up in climate
debates and pays movre
than other actors; delivery
record for some
instruments is well
documented and checkable

Equally well-documented
climate over-promising and
reporting on shifting EU
priorities; loolisheo( loolicg
framing invites scpetisim
(‘what are they not

saying?’)

Climate Commissioner /
chief neqgotiator on the
record, paired with
technical experts for

backgrouno{ brie{:ings

Misleading or factually
inaccurdte interview
answers: con’cmo(ic’corj
member-state
statements in same news
cycle
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Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages

Goal: This step translates the core argument from Step 3 into concrete messages — tailored to each audience, consistent in
substance, and coherent in framing and tone.

Approach: This step bridges the analytical work of the previous steps and the actual communication: what you say, how you say it
and how you adapt it without losing the thread. The central challenge is maintaining a coherent narrative across different audiences
while allowing enough flexibility for each message to feel relevant and credible to the person receiving it. It is possible to have a
consistent argument and use diverse framings, but it requires making deliberate choices about language, tone, and emphasis.

41 Define Your Key Messages

A message Is the vehicle for Table 4.1: Defining Your Key Messages
transporting the narrative to a ‘ .
specific audience. It should be Audience Cfc;;;ag%gmzqt S0 what? Sﬁ)gvé\lllf?é.l.f? Core message
specific enough to be meaningful, b =.
simple enough to be retained. Climate In a world of Everyone What story “The EU is changing how it
, journalists | geopolitical makes can | verify makes climate commitments: we

Based on your audience personas (int.) uncertainties, the pledges at independently,| will pledge only what we can
and stances (Step 2) and the core EV is the climate COP, a lot | that shows deliver, say openly what we
argument “architecture” (Step 3), partner that can be | of it falls some cannot, and publish the record
define the key messages that relied on, because it through. immediacy or | so you can judge us on it. We
carry the narrative. Take your stays at the t?‘b'e» s | What is change, and recognise that we haven't
core argument and connect it to horest ?‘bouf its newsworthy will be ready always been honest on this in

. , constraints, and here? bj 'too{olj's the past, but we see a realistic
the specific audiences you delivers on what it deadline? climate cooperation as vital to
identified. commits. our shared global future.”

Ask from your audience’s perspective: “so what?” Keep asking until you reach a statement that is genuinely relevant to their work,
Interests, or concerns. If after two or three iterations the narrative still feels abstract or self-referential, it is not yet a message.
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Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages

4.2 Choose Your Tone and Language

Framing is the choice of which aspect of your argument to lead with. The same core claim can be presented as a warning (“global
governance is failing”), an opportunity (“now is the moment to reshape it”), or an invitation (“let’s design something better together”).
Each framing triggers a different response and not every frame works for every audience.

Look back at Step 2 and think about how your audience / persona already talks about the issue. What language do they use? What
assumptions are baked in? Work with those where you can. Pay close attention to your choice of words, tone, and register. These
signhal whether you understand your audience’s context or whether you are speaking at them rather than with them. For global

governance narratives in particular, this matters: terms like “Western-led order”, “EU leadership”, or “conditionality” carry baggage
that can trigger defensiveness before your argument has even landed.

Table 4.3: Choose your Tone and Language

Audience 1 Audience 2 Audience 3

Core message from above The EU is changing how it makes climate commitments by pledging
what it can deliver, naming what it can't, publishing the record.

Tone Matter-of-fact; honest about the past; treats questions around
shortfalls as legitimate; open to criticism and remains humble

Language to use “Changing how we make commitments”; “hold up our end of the
bargain”; “judge us on the record”; “we did not meet the bar”
(naming the past openly)

Language not to use Brolgging ("worlo(-leolo(ing", “climate Cl’\amloion"); aspirol’[ionoll
wording (“we aim to”, “we will strive”, unless followed by a figure or
date); passive constructions for shortfalls (“targets were not met”,

“challenges arose”)
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Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages

4.3 Check Coherence Across Audiences

By this point, you have developed tailored messages for each of your key audiences. Before moving on, take a step back and read
them together. The core argument should remain stable across all three — what changes is emphasis, entry point, and language, not
the substance of the claim. Ask: If all three audiences compared notes, would they recognise the same underlying argument? Or do
the adaptations pull in different directions? A message that subtly contradicts itself across audiences will damage credibility the
moment those audiences interact. If you find tensions, go back to the argument rather than the message. Inconsistency at the
message level usually signals an unresolved tension in the argument itself.

Note:
This step deliberately
does not address forums, channels, or media formats.

These decisions are context-dependent and best developed as part of a dedicated communications strategy. Narratives do not travel unchanged
across contexts. Both the forum (where and with whom you are communicating) and the medium (whether a speech, policy paper, press release, or
action plan) shape how a narrative lands and what needs to be adapted. We strongly encourage teams not to skip this translation step: it is what
turns a narrative into an actual communication.
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Step O: Stress-lesting Your Narrative

Goal: This step stress-tests the narrative before implementation, prepares strategies to mitigate possible risks, and establishes
mechanisms to monitor and evaluate impact.

Approach: This step moves from building the narrative to preparing for how it will be received by target audiences and hostile actors.
The step builds on the credibility vulnerabilities identified in Step 3 but shifts to an operational mode and asks what would happen
when it enters a contested information environment. This includes anticipating how different audiences may receive it, assessing the
risk of disinformation, and developing concrete response strategies for the scenarios most likely to arise.

Where possible, the narrative should be tested with a small representative audience before broader implementation, and basic
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms should be put in place to capture whether the narrative is achieving the goal, as defined in
Step 1.

5.1 Anticipate Reception and Assessment Risks

For each target audience identified in Step 2, consider how they are likely to receive the narrative. First, complete the “Risk” column
for all rows. Draw on the vulnerabilities already mapped in Step 3 as a starting point, then consider additionally perception risks from
how the narrative could be misread or selectively interpreted; disinformation risks from hostile actors who may deliberately distort or
weaponise it; and say-do gap risks where known actions may be used to undermine credibility. Once you have a complete picture, fill
in “Likelihood” and “Impact” for each risk, then assign a priority ranking across all risks. The two or three highest-ranked risks should
feed directly into Table 5.2.

Table 5.1: Risk Assessment

Risk Likelihood Impact Priority ranking
e.g., perception risks; disinformation; say-do-gaps high; medium; low high; medium; low
Perception risk: Candour about constraints is read as retreat from ambition: “the EU Medium High 1

gives up on climate leo\o(ersl'\ilo"




() ENSURED )

Step O: Stress-Testing Your Narrative

5.2 Develop Mitigation Strategies

For the highest-priority risks, develop concrete response Table 5.2: Mitigation Strategies for Highest Risks
strategies in Table 5.2. For each scenario, define what your
response Is, who delivers it, and through which channel. These

should be prepared in advance and not only after the narrative Candour redd | Pair negative constraint fmming with a commitment

Risk Mitigation strategy

has already been challenged. Where say-do gaps are involved, as retreat in the same breath (“we cannot do X; here is what we
the response strategy should draw on the acknowledgement and (Priority 1) will do by [date]”). Pre-brief friendly negotiators and
contextualisation approach developed in Step 3 rather than journalists on the framing before launch.

attempting a deflection.

5.3 Test, Monitor, and Evaluate

Where possible, test the narrative with a small representative group from the target audience before broader implementation and
integrate lessons learned. If direct access to the target audience is not possible, consider role-playing as a practical alternative:
assign team members to argue from the audience’s perspective and develop the counter-arguments they would most likely raise.
Then establish basic monitoring and evaluation mechanisms: identify two or three concrete indicators that would signal the
perception shift defined in Step 1 is occurring and agree on a timeline for a first review.



Step O: Stress-Testing Your Narrative

Table 5.3: Test, Monitor, and Evaluate

Testing: How and with whom will the narrative be tested before implementation? What were the key lessons?

Off-the-record sounding boards with two or three trusted correspondents on framing, plus a mock press conference in which communications staff

ask hard questions. Key lessons: ...

Indicators of success: What two or three observable changes would signal the narrative is achieving its goal?

(1) Share of target-outlet coverage framing the EU as honest/reliable versus hypocritical, tracked against a pre-COP baseline; (2) citations of EV
statements in published reporting around COP.

Review timeline: When will a first evaluation take place, and who is responsible?

First review six weeks after COP closes; communications unit leads, with input from media monitoring.
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	Building Narratives
	Creating good policy is often not good enough on its own. Without the right story, even the strongest commitments can be disregarded, misconstrued, or actively reframed by others. This manual is a practical guide for EU and member state officials as well as communications practitioners to build a better narrative of global governance that fits with today’s contested world.
	Narrative work is most powerful when it is proactive, not reactive. This manual is designed to be used at the start of policy cycles, not after positions have hardened and the framing battle has already been lost.
	Authors: Karla Kröner, Melissa Li, Amanda Pridmore (Global Public Policy Institute)
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	Step 1: Reading the Room
	Step 5: Stress-Testing the Narrative
	Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
	Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages
	Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case

	Definitions
	Step 1: Reading the Room
	1.1 Name the Policy Problem
	Problem statement:


	Step 1: Reading the Room
	1.2 Map the Narrative Environment
	Identify the main narratives currently shaping the debate on your issue and enter them in Table 1.2. For each, note who is promoting it, which audience it is aimed at, and what makes it resonate. In the final column, assess its relation to your position. Is it directly competing, an alternative framing, or complementary?
	Quality Criterion: Context Sensitivity
	Your narrative lands in a specific geopolitical context, in front of audiences who bring their own histories, grievances, and prior exposures. Mapping the narrative environment ensures your argument meets your audience where they are, not where you imagine they are or where you would like them to be.

	Narrative
	Narrator
	Target audience
	Why it resonates
	Relation to your position
	“The North promises, the South pays” — wealthy countries preach ambition while under-delivering to those least responsible for the crisis
	Partner-country publics and negotiators; global media
	Directly competing
	Partner-country negotiating blocs; climate justice movements
	Grounded in real finance shortfalls and longer histories of unequal burden-sharing
	“Climate ambition costs jobs and competitiveness at home”
	Domestic sceptics; some member-state actors
	European publics; national media
	Speaks to energy prices and economic anxiety
	Alternative framing (domestic constraint on your narrative)
	Potentially complementary
	“Paris is still working” — climate cooperation continues to deliver despite defections
	UNFCCC; like-minded states
	Negotiators; global media
	Appeals to shared achievement and sunk investment in the regime



	Step 1: Reading the Room
	1.3 Identify the Narrative Challenge
	Based on your mapping in Table 1.2, complete Table 1.3 in three steps.
	First, identify where the current narrative is falling short and define the narrative challenge. Look across Table 1.2 for patterns on potential credibility gaps, effective counter-narratives, and audiences your institution is not reaching.
	Second, define the narrative goal by naming the change you want to achieve. Be specific and ask yourself: Does your goal aim to achieve short-term or long-term change? How would you measure change or success? Third, sketch an impact logic: If [perception X shifts], then [Y will follow], which contributes to [broader goal]. Capture everything in Table 1.3.
	The EU’s “climate champion” story is losing credibility with the partners due to its visible say-do gap.
	Narrative challenge
	By the close of COP, the EU wants to shift how key partner-country audiences characterise the EU: from 'over-promises and under-delivers' towards 'candid about limits, reliable when it commits'. Medium-term change (12–18 months), measured through partner statements and media framing.

	Narrative
	goal
	If key partners perceive the EU as honest about what it can and cannot fund and why, then they will re-engage with the EU rather than dismissing its ambition rhetoric, which contributes to a cooperative, implementation-focused COP outcome.

	Impact logic


	Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
	Goal: This step identifies who the narrative needs to reach, how well you know them, and what a realistic engagement objective looks like for each audience.
	Approach: Even compelling narratives fail if they do not meet intended audiences where they are and speak to them in ways they understand. This step grounds the narrative in the real people it needs to move, their priorities, their scepticisms, their information environment, and their current stance towards the actor you are representing and global governance as a whole. By developing concrete personas and classifying audience stances, you can shift from broadcasting a narrative to becoming more strategic.
	2.1 Identify Your Key Audiences
	Cast a wide net, then narrow to three: Look back at the goal(s) you set in the last step and your impact logic. Who is it that you need to reach with this narrative: are they individuals, groups, or organisations? Think broadly: Who has a stake in this issue? Who might block it? Once you have a list, cluster audiences into  categories, then select your top three key audiences – the ones whose perception matters most to the success of this narrative.
	European publics
	partner-country publics
	partner-country negotiators (regional blocs)
	member-state policymakers
	academic observers
	European youth climate networks
	climate activists
	climate journalists (European and int. outlets)
	climate-focused NGOs
	UNFCCC secretariat
	business coalitions
	Cast a wide net
	Prioritise
	Partner-country negotiators, who decide whether coalitions form.
	Climate journalists, since they set the frame through which everyone else hears the EU.
	European youth networks, who will influence the long-term impact of the EU’s climate work.

	Narrow to three


	Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
	2.2 Conduct Research on Your Audiences and Build Personas
	From category to concrete individual: For each of your three key audiences, deepen your understanding through (1) structured reflection on the questions you outline, (2) exchange with members of your intended audience where possible; where it is not, then with expert audiences, and then (3) research where you find gaps (e.g., country profiles, public opinion polls, EU delegation reporting/embassy briefings, etc.).
	Key audiences
	Who they are
	What they care about
	Information behaviour
	Challenges & needs
	Relationship to the topic
	Entry points
	Climate journalists (int.)
	International reporters and editors covering COP negotiations for international outlets; mix of staff and freelance
	Headlines and breaking news; access to decision-makers; data they can verify independently; the “story” behind policy
	Primary documents, interviews with key actors, alternative sources / activists, data
	Tight deadlines; need numbers, named sources, and plain-language explanations that hit at the stakes; needs to be ‘news-worthy’
	Often high level of expertise; followed developments over years; interested in promises vs. delivery
	Transparency; access to policymakers; honest answers on shortfalls; a more ‘human face’ to climate policy



	Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
	Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
	2.3 Classify Audience Stance and Map Engagement Strategy
	To understand the audiences’ positions, first assess their current stance towards you and global governance. Then consider what this means for their stance towards the argument you want to make. Each stance calls for a different engagement logic.
	Stance
	Possible engagement strategy
	Supportive: Already aligned with your direction. Likely to amplify and advocate.
	Indifferent: No strong view yet. Open to persuasion if approached relevantly and accessibly.
	Opposed: Holds views that conflict with your perspective. May actively resist or counter it.
	Deepen engagement, equip with shareable content, mobilize to amplify
	Make the issue personally relevant, reduce complexity, build awareness first
	Listen and acknowledge concerns, reframe; don’t confront, seek common ground

	Towards you
	Implication for your engagement with the audience(s):

	Elena doesn’t have a strong opinion on the EU –
	she is more swayed by what it says and does. This means engaging with her needs to be fact-based, upfront, and focus on the places where the EU wants to put its money and what its vision for change is.


	Step 2: Knowing Who Matters
	Towards global governance
	Implication for your engagement with the audience(s):

	Elena is in favour of global climate governance, which is why she
	decided to focus on this field, but reports neutrally. This means making sure to give her good information and access on the EU’s work towards global climate change mitigation.
	Key audience
	Stance towards the narrative challege
	Why?
	Implication for your engagement with the audience(s)
	Climate journalists (international)
	Indifferent-to-sceptical: no stake in the EU’s success, but strong stake in testing its claims
	They are more focused on the development of climate governance than on a specific actor; not always EU-based
	Speak to sceptisism and critique directly. Outline key points on climate goals and shortcomings before they have to dig for it. Make sure to offer verifiable numbers, access to messengers, and highlight the stakes and immediacy (from the EU’s perspective).



	Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case
	3.1 Develop the Core Argument

	Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case
	Core argument
	In a world of geopolitical uncertainties, the EU is the climate partner that can be relied on, because it stays at the table, is honest about its constraints, and delivers on what it commits.

	Supporting argument
	The EU stays when others walk away.

	Supporting argument
	The EU keeps many key promises.

	Supporting argument
	The EU is trying to be transparent about trade-offs.

	Foundation: Proof Points
	Continued commitment to the Paris framework after successive US withdrawals; collectively the largest provider of public climate finance; sustained presence across UNFCCC tracks.
	Domestic emissions-reduction track record; commitments tabled with timelines and tracking mechanisms.
	Openly stated constraints and the reasoning behind finance decisions; willingness to say what it cannot fund and why.

	Countering Evidence
	EU climate finance falls short of partner needs; some member states have cut development budgets; border carbon measures impose costs on many Plural South exporters; internal divisions over headline targets; Commission’s move away from Green Deal.

	Counter-Narratives
	European hypocrisy / double standards ('preaches ambition, protects itself'); green protectionism


	Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case
	3.2 Map Internal Positions
	Before assessing credibility in detail, take stock of what other actors in your institution are communicating on the same issue. Describe those actors relevant to the topic you are addressing in Table 3.2 and map their known positions.
	Actor within
	your institution
	Position / communication approach to the problem
	Consistent
	with core
	argument
	If divergent, how to handle?
	Climate directorate (your team)
	Leads on partnership-and-delivery framing
	Yes

	N/A
	Agree shared language on 'fair transition' and pre-agreed lines on border measures before COP; avoid duelling framings in the same week
	Trade directorate
	Emphasises competitiveness and enforcement of border carbon measures
	Partially
	divergent
	Variable; local messaging not yet aligned with the argument architecture
	Unknown
	Brief delegations on the architecture; they are also candidates for messengers
	EU delegations in partner countries
	Where a position is uncertain or unknown, make a note. An unknown position is a potential credibility risk, as it can develop into a counter position over time – mapping out your blindspots helps you get a full picture of where the conversation may be headed. Another question to ask yourself: Is everyone involved aware of the “architecture” that you’ve laid out above?
	Quality Criterion: Coherence
	Coherence means the narrative holds together across policy areas and forums, telling a consistent story of the problem the EU is facing, what its values and interests are, and what vision it has for the future. Mapping internal positions is the first step to achieving this.
	Full internal alignment is rarely achievable, as the context of policy topics differs greatly. The goal, then, is not to resolve institutional tensions but to ensure your narrative strategy accounts for them.




	Step 3: Building Your Narrative’s Case
	3.3 Assess Credibility and Identify the Messenger
	Drawing on both Table 3.1 and 3.2, ask why your key audiences would find your argument believable, and why they might not. Where you have flagged unknowns in Table 3.2, treat these as credibility risks until confirmed otherwise. A credibility gap is not necessarily a reason to abandon an argument, but it must be named and addressed rather than ignored. If your argument requires the audience to overlook a known inconsistency, consider whether the narrative could actively acknowledge and contextualise that inconsistency rather than avoid it.
	Quality Criterion: Credibility
	Based on this assessment, identify the recommended messenger: the actor whose track record, institutional role, and existing relationships with your key audiences make them best placed to carry the argument, and whose position in Table 3.2 is most consistent with the core argument. In most cases, a narrative coming from a trustworthy individual is more likely to win over audiences than those coming from the organisation itself.
	A narrative is only as strong as its audience’s openness to believe it. Credibility often means the argument is factually grounded, aligned with the EU’s track record, and delivered by messengers whose institutional role and relationships make it convincing to the specific audience receiving it.

	Audience
	Why they would find it believable
	Key credibility risks
	Why they might not
	Recommended messenger
	Climate journalists (international)
	The EU shows up in climate debates and pays more than other actors; delivery record for some instruments is well documented and checkable
	Equally well-documented climate over-promising and reporting on shifting EU priorities; polished policy framing invites scpetisim (‘what are they not saying?’)
	Misleading or factually inaccurate interview answers; contradictory member-state statements in same news cycle
	Climate Commissioner / chief negotiator on the record, paired with technical experts for background briefings



	Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages
	Goal: This step translates the core argument from Step 3 into concrete messages — tailored to each audience, consistent in substance, and coherent in framing and tone.
	Approach: This step bridges the analytical work of the previous steps and the actual communication: what you say, how you say it, and how you adapt it without losing the thread. The central challenge is maintaining a coherent narrative across different audiences while allowing enough flexibility for each message to feel relevant and credible to the person receiving it. It is possible to have a consistent argument and use diverse framings, but it requires making deliberate choices about language, tone, and emphasis.
	4.1 Define Your Key Messages
	A message is the vehicle for transporting the narrative to a specific audience. It should be  specific enough to be meaningful, simple enough to be retained.
	Based on your audience personas and stances (Step 2) and the core argument “architecture” (Step 3), define the key messages that carry the narrative. Take your core argument and connect it to the specific audiences you identified.
	Audience
	Core argument
	from Step 4.1
	So what?
	Again...
	so what?
	Core message
	In a world of geopolitical uncertainties, the EU is the climate partner that can be relied on, because it stays at the table, is honest about its constraints, and delivers on what it commits.
	Everyone makes pledges at COP, a lot of it falls through. What is newsworthy here?
	What story can I verify independently, that shows some immediacy or change, and will be ready by today’s deadline?
	“The EU is changing how it makes climate commitments: we will pledge only what we can deliver, say openly what we cannot, and publish the record so you can judge us on it. We recognise that we haven’t always been honest on this in the past, but we see a realistic climate cooperation as vital to our shared global future.”
	Climate journalists (int.)
	Ask from your audience’s perspective: “so what?” Keep asking until you reach a statement that is genuinely relevant to their work, interests, or concerns. If after two or three iterations the narrative still feels abstract or self-referential, it is not yet a message.



	Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages
	4.2 Choose Your Tone and Language
	Framing is the choice of which aspect of your argument to lead with. The same core claim can be presented as a warning (“global governance is failing”), an opportunity (“now is the moment to reshape it”), or an invitation (“let’s design something better together”). Each framing triggers a different response and not every frame works for every audience.
	Look back at Step 2 and think about how your audience / persona already talks about the issue. What language do they use? What assumptions are baked in? Work with those where you can. Pay close attention to your choice of words, tone, and register. These signal whether you understand your audience’s context or whether you are speaking at them rather than with them. For global governance narratives in particular, this matters: terms like “Western-led order”, “EU leadership”, or “conditionality” carry baggage that can trigger defensiveness before your argument has even landed.
	Audience 1
	Audience 2
	Audience 3
	The EU is changing how it makes climate commitments by pledging what it can deliver, naming what it can't, publishing the record.

	Core message from above
	Matter-of-fact; honest about the past; treats questions around shortfalls as legitimate; open to criticism and remains humble

	Tone
	“Changing how we make commitments”; “hold up our end of the bargain”; “judge us on the record”; “we did not meet the bar” (naming the past openly)

	Language to use
	Bragging (“world-leading”, “climate champion”); aspirational wording (“we aim to”, “we will strive”, unless followed by a figure or date); passive constructions for shortfalls (“targets were not met”, “challenges arose”)

	Language not to use


	Step 4: Tailoring Your Narrative’s Messages
	4.3 Check Coherence Across Audiences
	By this point, you have developed tailored messages for each of your key audiences. Before moving on, take a step back and read them together. The core argument should remain stable across all three – what changes is emphasis, entry point, and language, not the substance of the claim. Ask: If all three audiences compared notes, would they recognise the same underlying argument? Or do the adaptations pull in different directions? A message that subtly contradicts itself across audiences will damage credibility the moment those audiences interact. If you find tensions, go back to the argument rather than the message. Inconsistency at the message level usually signals an unresolved tension in the argument itself.
	Note:
	This step deliberately
	does not address forums, channels, or media formats.



	Step 5: Stress-Testing Your Narrative
	Goal: This step stress-tests the narrative before implementation, prepares strategies to mitigate possible risks, and establishes mechanisms to monitor and evaluate impact.
	Approach: This step moves from building the narrative to preparing for how it will be received by target audiences and hostile actors. The step builds on the credibility vulnerabilities identified in Step 3 but shifts to an operational mode and asks what would happen when it enters a contested information environment. This includes anticipating how different audiences may receive it, assessing the risk of disinformation, and developing concrete response strategies for the scenarios most likely to arise.
	Where possible, the narrative should be tested with a small representative audience before broader implementation, and basic monitoring and evaluation mechanisms should be put in place to capture whether the narrative is achieving the goal, as defined in Step 1.
	5.1 Anticipate Reception and Assessment Risks
	For each target audience identified in Step 2, consider how they are likely to receive the narrative. First, complete the “Risk” column for all rows. Draw on the vulnerabilities already mapped in Step 3 as a starting point, then consider additionally perception risks from how the narrative could be misread or selectively interpreted; disinformation risks from hostile actors who may deliberately distort or weaponise it; and say-do gap risks where known actions may be used to undermine credibility. Once you have a complete picture, fill in “Likelihood” and “Impact” for each risk, then assign a priority ranking across all risks. The two or three highest-ranked risks should feed directly into Table 5.2.
	Priority ranking
	Risk
	Likelihood
	Impact
	Perception risk: Candour about constraints is read as retreat from ambition: “the EU gives up on climate leadership”
	Medium
	High

	Risk


	Step 5: Stress-Testing Your Narrative
	5.2 Develop Mitigation Strategies
	For the highest-priority risks, develop concrete response strategies in Table 5.2. For each scenario, define what your response is, who delivers it, and through which channel. These should be prepared in advance and not only after the narrative has already been challenged. Where say-do gaps are involved, the response strategy should draw on the acknowledgement and contextualisation approach developed in Step 3 rather than attempting a deflection.
	Mitigation strategy
	Candour read as retreat (Priority 1)
	Pair negative constraint framing with a commitment in the same breath (“we cannot do X; here is what we will do by [date]”). Pre-brief friendly negotiators and journalists on the framing before launch.


	5.3 Test, Monitor, and Evaluate
	Where possible, test the narrative with a small representative group from the target audience before broader implementation and integrate lessons learned. If direct access to the target audience is not possible, consider role-playing as a practical alternative: assign team members to argue from the audience’s perspective and develop the counter-arguments they would most likely raise.
	Then establish basic monitoring and evaluation mechanisms: identify two or three concrete indicators that would signal the perception shift defined in Step 1 is occurring and agree on a timeline for a first review.


	Step 5: Stress-Testing Your Narrative
	Testing: How and with whom will the narrative be tested before implementation? What were the key lessons?
	Off-the-record sounding boards with two or three trusted correspondents on framing, plus a mock press conference in which communications staff ask hard questions. Key lessons: ...
	Indicators of success: What two or three observable changes would signal the narrative is achieving its goal?
	(1) Share of target-outlet coverage framing the EU as honest/reliable versus hypocritical, tracked against a pre-COP baseline; (2) citations of EU statements in published reporting around COP.
	Review timeline: When will a first evaluation take place, and who is responsible?
	First review six weeks after COP closes; communications unit leads, with input from media monitoring.

	Congrats, you crafted your final narrative!
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	Read ENSURED research about strategic narratives:
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