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Deep Canvassing on Climate and 
Energy Playbook
TL;DR: Summary
As much as many of us don’t want it to be true, climate change and energy 
are politicized and polarizing issues for voters and decision-makers alike. Deep 
canvassing is a powerful tool to overcome division and find common ground. 
Developed from US social movements, deep canvassing helps conflicted people 
resolve their internal conflict and shift their beliefs and behaviours in a lasting way. 
 
The next sections in this Playbook will guide you through the details of the 
experimentation and adaptation of the best deep canvassing practices to our 
program. The Toolkit will provide the template materials for other groups to adapt 
and use. Here are some of the key learnings from Neighbours United’s climate and 
energy deep canvassing program.

Background
Deep canvassing was needed to develop enough support for the climate policy we 
were campaigning on in the heavy-industry company town of Trail, British Columbia, 
Canada. Over two years, Neighbours United collaborated with partners to develop 
the first successful complete volunteer-based deep canvassing program on climate 
and energy. It was also the first complete deep canvassing program in Canada. 

We developed this program in the front-line community of Trail, with a population 
of 8,300. The town was built around a large smelting operation in its centre and the 
identities of most residents are closely connected to this industry. When we first 
started outreaching and organizing in the community around a city-based 100% 
renewable energy commitment across community energy use by 2050, we found 
most residents were deeply conflicted, not supportive of more government action 
on climate change, and the community-based climate solution of 100% renewable 
energy transition. We used deep canvassing to change hearts and minds and find 
our common ground.



iii

Table of Contents
TL;DR: Summary ii

Background ii

Our impact 1

3 key deep canvassing elements 2

Script development 2

Key Learnings 2

Volunteer canvasser program development 4

Key Learnings 5

Lessons for communications 5

Key Takeaways 6

What it would take to run a deep canvassing experiment on climate 
change 6

Foreword 7

Is this Playbook & Toolkit for me?  
 
This Playbook and Toolkit is for people who want to be part of building a strong 
populist climate movement and meaningfully connect with individuals and 
communities outside of the typical environmental audience. 10

About Deep Canvassing 11

History 11

What is deep canvassing? 13

It’s been studied: successful applications 14



iv

Where and when to use deep canvassing 17

The need to do things differently 18

Podcasts & road trips 20

Individual action won’t save us, we need collective action 21

Supporting Tactics 23

Outcomes 23

Community archetypes for deep canvassing on climate change 25

How to run a successful volunteer-based deep canvassing 
program on climate & energy 28

Neighbours United Deep Canvassing Program Timeline 29

How and why our script works 31
Why This Script 32
Key Script Takeaways 32
Barriers and common concerns 34
Key Takeaways 65
Common Concerns Explainer 66
Policy Explainer & Deep Canvass Guide  67

 

Specialized Skill Building Trainings 67

Photo credit: Anna Dulisse 68

Recruitment 69
Retention and Escalation  74

Tracking Impact  84

Key Takeaways 84

Targeting 85



v

Data acquisition 85
Figuring out who to talk to 86
A note about targeting 86

Tracking 86

SYSTEM: Door and Phone Tally Sheets For Canvasser Use 87
SYSTEM: Tracking Quantitative Canvass Results 90
SYSTEM: Voter File Tracking 91
SYSTEM: A Mapping Program/Process for Door Canvassing 92
SYSTEM: A Communications Platform for Online Canvassing 94
System: Recording and Reviewing Conversations 96

Our Program Impact  97

Overall Program Impact (2020-2022) 98

Key Takeaways  99

Our program impacts by the numbers: 99

Volunteer canvasser recruitment & retention 101
Staff Commitment 105

Applying learnings to communications 106

Key Takeaways 106

Updating our name 107

Storytelling through journalism 108

Republishing & delivery tests 109

Applications to other communications 111

Email 111
Social media 111

Next steps  113



vi

Testing in other community archetypes 113

Test in Ontario 114

How to get coaching to develop and roll out your own program 115

What a deep canvassing experiment could look like  
and require 116

What is generalizable about our results? 116

Deep Canvassing on Climate and Energy Toolkit 117



1

Our impact

Our campaign goal was for local decision-makers to make the commitment to the 
clean energy transition, supported by their residents so the commitment would be 
more likely to be realized beyond one election cycle. In April 2022, the city council 
voted unanimously to aim to transition to 100% renewable energy across all sectors 
no later than 2050 and instructed staff to develop a transition plan within one year. 

The main outcome of our project is that there is a different conversation happening 
now in Trail around climate change, climate impacts, and the clean energy 
transition. We do not believe we could have achieved this outcome without our deep 
canvassing program.

By the numbers:
 ▲ 40.1% overall movement/persuasion rate

 ▲ 7451 knocks/dials over 132 canvass shifts.

 ▲ 85 volunteer canvassers, 8 leaders developed

 ▲ 40% volunteer canvassers returned 2 or more times

 ▲ 1181 conversations

 ▲ 796 Full Conversations and 385 Partial Conversations 

 ▲ 506 community members took action - that’s 42.8% of our conversations

 ▲ We had 0.995 full conversation for every 1 hour someone deep canvassed

 ▲ For 1 volunteer canvasser to complete 1 conversation, 4.3 hours of staff 
recruitment took place

 ▲ 84.6% of volunteer canvassers reported feeling more equipped to discuss 
polarizing issues with people they disagree with as a result of deep 
canvassing. 
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3 key deep canvassing elements

1. Developing a script that works 

2. Developing a canvasser key skills training program 

3. Building a team and creating a culture that supports and heals canvassers 

Script development

Our script works, our persuasion rate started at 22% and ended at 42%. We spent 
almost one and half years testing 60 iterations of our script so other groups don’t 
have to spend large amounts of time developing their scripts. Each section of the 
script is intentional. The language, framing and order of sections are all important 
to produce deep canvassing conversations that have movement. Adapting our 
script to your climate or energy issues context will likely take 1-2 months of testing 
and adjusting.

Key Learnings

There were seven core barriers that were holding people back from supporting more 
government action on climate change. 

 ▲ Overwhelmed by the scope of the problem

 ▲ Don’t trust environmentalists

 ▲ Don’t trust governments

 ▲ Concerned about personal financial cost

 ▲ Identity rooted in extraction industry

 ▲ Unrealistic: solutions aren’t possible

 ▲ Lack of urgency

 | The most pervasive concern was distrust in government. While people’s faith in 
the government did not increase, through deep canvassing, their hope in their 
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community’s ability to come together and ensure collective action and hold 
governments accountable to legislating policy increased.

 | We needed people who felt frustrated, overwhelmed, or skeptical to name that 
climate change is a real problem that is already impacting their lives. Only then could 
we wade through the reality of the need to make changes and the uncertainty of 
what that will look like. The biggest cause of conflicted feelings about climate action 
is a lack of personal connection to the urgency of climate change as a pressing 
problem in need of a solution.

 | We had successful conversations about climate change by becoming allies of the 
people we spoke with rather than antagonists. Acknowledging their identity and 
past successes to resolve environmental problems with people power gave them 
hope and precedent that decision-makers could address the collective problem of 
climate change.

 | Naming that their neighbours were also concerned about climate change and that 
we had already spoken with their neighbours was helpful to build trust and openness.

 | We didn’t open right away with climate change, but we got to that phrase quickly. 
Only by talking about it directly could we have a chance to impact the way people 
felt about it and to build more support for mitigation action.

 | Developing an authentic personal climate stakes story needed to be focused on 
climate impact the canvasser experienced, it needed to be emotional, and if the 
canvasser has cognitive dissonance around climate change, naming and resolving 
it was useful.

 | Canvassers need to tell their story first to model story sharing, this is different from 
past issues that deep canvassing programs have addressed.



4

Volunteer canvasser program development

Deep canvassing supports deeper and lasting movement building, which takes 
more time than traditional canvassing or persuasion methods. We tested almost a 
dozen recruitment tactics, and refined our recruitment and retention throughout 
the program. Investing in leadership development takes time and in our program it 
was essential for success.

Our volunteer canvasser program had 85 people and required the following staff 
commitment: 

 ▲ 25 hours/week developing and delivering trainings 

 ▲ 24 hours/week recruiting volunteer canvassers

 ▲ 12 hours/week retaining and building volunteer canvasser leadership 

 ▲ 7.5 hours/week organizing and analyzing data

 ▲ 18 hours/week reviewing audio/video, coordinating & participating in 
strategy meetings, and other logistics

We tested a dozen volunteer canvasser recruitment tactics, the top three 
successes were:

 ▲ 47% through referrals from personal or professional relationships or from 
our existing supporters list 

 ▲ 25% from in-person or online pitching to non-profit groups, classrooms, 
and community groups

 ▲ 7.7% from dating apps

Materials to recruit, train and retain canvassers:

 ▲ Scripts

 ▲ Canvasser recruitment for a deep canvass

 ▲ Canvasser confirmation before a deep canvass



5

 ▲ Canvasser debriefing after a deep canvass

 ▲ Specialized skill building trainings

 ▲ Compassionate listening and curiosity

 ▲ Storytelling: developing your personal climate stakes story

 ▲ Leadership and coaching

 ▲ Building rapport

 ▲ Gentle assertiveness 

Key Learnings

 | Recruiting volunteers from personal networks was most successful.

 | To retain volunteer canvassers, friend building, radical hospitality, good debriefs, 
and building leadership and ownership worked.

 | Our volunteer canvassers were only slightly less effective than our paid staff in deep 
canvassing conversations.

 | Not all deep canvassing efforts require volunteer canvassers, in our community it 
was important to build trust, credibility and long term organizing capacity.

 | Tracking volunteer recruitment and retention efforts is essential to understand 
what is effective and doing more of that.

Lessons for communications

Throughout this deep canvassing program we took what we heard working to 
connect, open and shift people in conversations and tested applying it to our 
communications. 

Living Here was our prime method for integrating lessons from deep canvassing into 
communications to reinforce and amplify messages for our intended audience.

https://livinghere.ca/
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Key Takeaways

 | Meet your audience where they are at

 | Use relatable personal storytelling showcasing local impacts and feelings for 
target audience

 | Have people-centred images 

 | Get it in front of your target audience

 | Include all key elements from deep canvass script

 ▲ Personal backstory

 ▲ Relatable identity

 ▲ Community connection

 ▲ Personal climate stake story

 ▲ Impact personally observed

 ▲ Emotional words

 ▲ Name and resolve dissonance

 ▲ Specific solution focus

What it would take to run a deep canvassing experiment on 
climate change

Because our persuasion rate was measured based on voters’ self-reported ratings 
at the door, and also was not measured in comparison to the support levels in a 
control or placebo or group, academics describe our results as “internal metrics” that 
could be correlates of success versus other techniques such as Randomize Control 
Trails (RCT). To run a successful RCT a large population and experiment budget 
are required.
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Foreword
When I held my two-year-old in my arms waiting for the ambulance to get to our 
house as she struggled to breathe, it was the longest and scariest 15 minutes of my 
life. It turns out my child has asthma. Each summer of her life, the wildfire smoke 
has stolen her sunny and fun summer days – days that were some of the best in 
my childhood in the 80s. But even more troubling is the smoke has replaced the 
clean air she needs to breathe. For me, climate change is here and now, even with 
all my privilege in British Columbia. There is more wildfire smoke and extremely hot 
days in the interior temperate rainforest in the West Kootenays than when I was a 
kid growing up in the hot and dry Kamloops, BC grasslands. I now dread summers 
now with my child, I do not look forward to the weeks and weeks of staying inside 
avoiding smoky air, and running an air purifier. I’m really scared my child will get sick 
from the smoke and it will be a big problem with her asthma.

For me climate change is personal, it’s about the safety of my child. And for most 
other people, it’s them and their loved ones that are at the heart of the climate 
crisis. Climate change, conservation, and energy problems are not environmental 
problems, they are people problems. They are caused by people and require 
solutions from people. 

For too long, we’ve been divided on how to move forward on solutions to big 
problems that affect people every day. To get enough people wanting the same 
solutions, we need to do something we haven’t done before. We need to listen to 
people who disagree with us. We need to connect as humans and find our common 
ground to move forward together. 

I believe that deep engagement canvassing, or deep canvassing, is the missing 
ingredient to building a populist climate movement. Populism should not be a dirty 
word to progressives, it’s about appealing to people and the majority of the voters. 
According to recent Climate Access and Climate Narratives Initiative polling, 45% of 
Canadians agree climate change is a real problem but aren’t informed or engaged 
yet, so their support is not reliable. Likewise, in the US according to Yale Program on 
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Climate Change Communication’s Six Americas research, 47% of Americans are on 
the fence about the seriousness of global warming. These people we can call the 
moveable or mushy middle.

For our political decision-makers to have the political will, they need the majority of 
support from their constituents. To get the majority of people to support climate and 
environmental policy solutions, we can’t just engage with the people who are already 
in favour, there are not enough of them at this time. We need to connect with people 
outside of the typical environmental “choir” and with those whose livelihood and 
families are more connected to resource extraction industries. We need more people 
to see that they and their families are included in environmental and social justice 
policy solutions. 

It feels like everything is politicized and polarizing right now. Partisanship is driving 
identity. If you want to talk about climate policy, you are put in an identity box. In 
2021, a prominent left-leaning American pollster told an interviewer that he recently 
tested “a set of environmental talking points… in which the ones that mentioned 
climate change performed worst. ‘Very liberal white people care way more about 
climate change than anyone else, so when you talk about climate change, you sound 
like a weird, very liberal white person. This is why policy issues matter more than 
people realize. It’s not that voters have these very specific policy preferences. It’s that 
the policies you choose to talk about paints a picture of what kind of person you 
are.’”1  It’s not that people shouldn’t talk about climate policies, we need to, but we 
need to do it in a different way that doesn’t lead to people discarding what is being 
said because of an associated partisan identity.

Deep canvassing gives us a method and framework to give the time and space to 
people who are not already on board with collective climate solutions to resolve their 
internal conflict and become more supportive. 
 
Fossil fuel companies have worked hard at developing the narrative that reducing 
carbon pollution is an individual responsibility, and recycling or changing light bulbs 

1  Klein, Ezra. 8 October, 2021. “David Shor Is Telling Democrats What They Don’t Want to Hear.” New York Times. Accessed 10 

January, 2022.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/08/opinion/democrats-david-shor-education-polarization.html
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is enough to solve the problem. Research has shown – and I’m sure you have had 
the experience – that when many people feel attacked around their views on climate 
change and possible solutions, their reaction is to dig in their heels and become 
defensive of what they believe and what actions they are taking. 

Deep canvassing on government action on climate change is about shifting the 
responsibility away from ad hoc individual actions. To make the changes at the 
scale required to avoid the worst climate impacts, we need to find a better way than 
expecting people to make “the right” consumer or lifestyle choices. I believe we 
need legislation to address the biggest carbon polluters to transform the way we live 
without further harming low-income families and vulnerable populations.

The Playbook provides a play-by-play guide to developing a deep canvassing 
campaign that builds volunteer canvasser capacity within your specified community 
and organization. The Toolkit is a list of example resources for you to cut, copy, paste, 
and customize to use. It’s organized categorically to correspond with the Playbook. 

We need more government action on climate change because people like you and 
me can’t do it alone. And not just in my community, but in communities around the 
world. We’re in this together. 

I have learned a ton over the past 2+ years of working on this project. I hope you will 
find our learnings useful and share with us what you are learning, as well.

Montana Burgess, Executive Director

Neighbours United 
(formerly West Kootenay EcoSociety)
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Is this Playbook & Toolkit for me?  
 
This Playbook and Toolkit is for people who want to be part of building a strong 
populist climate movement and meaningfully connect with individuals and 
communities outside of the typical environmental audience.

Being part of an organization is useful for internal capacity and structure to run a 
deep canvass within a campaign context. Deep canvassing is time and resource-
intensive, therefore it is integral to understand your organization’s goals, and 
strategic directions, to determine if you actually need deep canvassing to win on 
your policy issue before committing to developing a deep canvassing program.

Having transformational conversations and making changes that will last will 
require a commitment to building deep relationships and transformational training 
materials. This Playbook focuses on how to build a deep canvassing program for 
more government action on climate change that motivates volunteer canvassers 
and builds their capacity for leadership. The resulting outcome will be community 
support for a policy issue that lasts.
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About Deep Canvassing

History



12

The organizing practice of deep canvassing was developed in the wake of the 2008 
election in the United States. During the year that saw Barack Obama elected to his 
first term, voters in one of the US’s more liberal states dealt a huge blow to the fight 
for LGBTQ+ rights, despite polling indicating that victory was assured. California’s 
rejection of Proposition 8 was the 28th time that a proposal for marriage equality 
had been voted down at the state level. 

In the wake of this loss, the volunteers and staff at the Los Angeles LGBT Center’s 
Leadership LAB understood that their organizing methods and tactics were 
inadequate and, if their movement hoped to secure the support it needed to win, 
they needed to do things differently. They spent the next several years having face-
to-face canvass conversations with the people who had voted against marriage 
equality, seeking to uncover the reasons for their opposition and to learn how to 
change their minds. 

These brave organizers discovered that by approaching the opposition with non-
judgmental curiosity, by creating space for these voters to share their own marriage 
experiences, and by sharing honestly their reasons for not supporting marriage 
equality, they could help people process their conflicted and complicated feelings, 
reduce fear, and increase support for gay marriage. In addition to developing a 
new, transformative organizing model, their efforts led to a radical transformation 
in the strategy of the national marriage equality movement. The Leadership 
LAB discovered that the most persuasive way to talk about gay marriage was to 
emphasize that it was about love, the same love that they experience. Up to that 
point, the national movement had been making the argument that we needed 
to pass gay marriage because it was a human right. The movement heeded 
this learning and changed its messaging from human rights to love, in 2012 the 
movement started winning state-level marriage ballot measures and shifted the 
national consciousness enough that marriage equality became law across the 
United States in 2015.
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What is deep canvassing?

Deep canvassing is emotional, relational, and scientific. It is a tested and proven 
engagement model that is rooted in listening with honest curiosity and non-
judgment to the concerns of people who have conflicted feelings on an issue. It is 
an engagement tactic that strives to be transformational instead of transactional. By 
sharing stories of our life experiences and understanding the heart of the issues that 
divide us, we can shift the underlying feelings and attitudes that will change how 
people behave and vote in a lasting way. The outcome of deep canvassing is that 
voters change their minds and that change lasts. 

A typical deep canvassing conversation takes place between a trained canvasser on 
the phone or door-step with a resident. Deep canvass conversations typically last 
between 10-30 minutes, during which canvassers share emotional stories and create 
vulnerability to model for residents they speak with. Deep canvassers are trained to 
be curious, compassionate, and ask questions (and may sometimes hear difficult 
things while canvassing). 

The deep canvassing process has been academically studied by Stanford researchers, 
Broockman and Kalla, and is the most effective and lasting form of persuasion. 
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It’s been studied: successful applications

In 2015, the Leadership LAB sought collaboration with two political scientists, Joshua 
Kalla of Yale University and David Broockman of UC Berkeley to independently 
measure the efficacy and durability of their conversation model to reduce prejudice 
against transgender people. Broockman and Kalla developed the first randomized 
control trial. The results were unprecedented, some of the largest persuasion effects 
the field had seen and the effect lasted up to 9 months (which was as long as they 
were able to measure). From that study The Leadership LAB developed the “Miami 
Report: Trans-formation: Testing Deep Persuasion Canvassing to Reduce Prejudice 
Against Transgender People”. This report continues to be a foundational resource in 
our own deep canvassing development. 

Over the last 13 years, the conversational model The Leadership LAB created 
based on these findings became known as “deep canvassing,” and has been used 
successfully across the US on many other issues including immigration, prison 
reform, abortion, and the recent 2020 presidential election. All with the help of 
Ella Barrett and Steve Deline, original Leadership LAB Organizers, have led the 
training and adoption of deep canvassing to new issues. To date, Joshua Kalla and 
David Broockman have conducted half a dozen major scientific studies on the 
effectiveness and durability of these deep canvass programs and find the method to 
be more effective and longer lasting than other campaign persuasion tools such as 
advertising and traditional canvassing. 

https://leadership-lab.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Miami-Report-Final-v4.pdf 
https://leadership-lab.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Miami-Report-Final-v4.pdf 
https://leadership-lab.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Miami-Report-Final-v4.pdf 
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Some of these studies’ findings were:

Immigration

 ▲ 7% increase in support for granting legal status to people who came 
to the US as children and 6% increase in opposition to deporting all 
undocumented immigration; change lasted for at least 6 months

 ▲ 8% increase in support for expanding healthcare to include undocumented 
immigrations, impact lasted at least 4.5 months

 ▲ 78% of people who started conversation stayed for the entire conversation

Transgender Rights

 ▲ 8% increase in strong support for anti-discrimination laws

 ▲ Impact of 10-minute conversation resulted in prejudice reduction lasting 
at least 3 months

 ▲ Researchers deemed opinion change from 10 minute conversation 
comparable to the change in public attitudes toward gays and lesbians 
that occurred in the 14 years between 1998 and 2012

 ▲ A follow-up survey sent 6 weeks after conversation included an anti-trans 
attack ad and the immediate effect was diminished support for trans-
supportive law; when they were surveyed again 3 months after initial 
conversation, the reduction in support due to the ad had disappeared as 
if, the study’s authors said, “they had been vaccinated against prejudice.”
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Biden vs. Trump

 ▲ 3.1% increase in Biden vote margin (3 new voters for every 100 voters 
canvassed), larger than the 2016 Presidential Election margins of victory 
in 9 key battleground states, including Florida, Pennsylvania, Michigan, 
and Wisconsin

 ▲ Increased intensity in support for Biden and self-reported intent to vote 
in election

 ▲ 102 times more effective than traditional electoral persuasion campaigns 2

2  People’s Action. How to Defeat Trump and Heal America. 

https://peoplesaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/PA-ReportDeepCanvassingResults09.14-FINAL.pdf
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3

Where and when to use deep canvassing

Deep canvassing is a place-based tactic. It is probably not the right tactic to use in 
places where the political landscape, or majority of the selected region’s population, 
is truly in favour of the issue you are focussing on. Deep canvassing is worth the 
effort in communities that are politically complex and where transformational 
conversations are needed to shift public opinion and build political will. Use deep 
canvassing when you need to move more people or voters to become more in favour 
of an issue.

We think deep canvassing on government action on climate change will be useful 
in communities where support for climate solutions is conflicted, where people are 
not informed or engaged on the issue, and where people are connected to resource 
extraction industries, like fossil fuels and mining. 

Deep canvassing builds new supporters. It is a tactic that needs to be paired with 
organizing and mobilizing people who are moved through the deep canvass 
conversations to win a particular campaign. 

3 People’s Action. How to Defeat Trump and Heal America.  

https://peoplesaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/PA-ReportDeepCanvassingResults09.14-FINAL.pdf
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About Neighbours United’s deep engagement 
canvassing on climate program

The need to do things differently

After the 2015 Paris UN Climate Summit, around the world a key media narrative  
was that the Paris Agreement signaled the end of the fossil fuel era and the dawn 
of the age of renewable energy. Neighbours United was a regional organization, 
formerly named West Kootenay EcoSociety. We looked at the global media pick-
up of this message and decided that 100% renewable energy would offer a positive, 
solutions-based frame that could connect with everyday people. At the time of 
publication, 13 local governments in the Kootenay region are committed to transition 
all their community energy to 100% renewable by 2050. This has been possible by 
using engagement organizing strategies, like building relationships with businesses 
and community leaders, empowering volunteer teams, and training volunteers to 
take on leadership in writing letters to the editor, gathering community support,  
and hosting educational community meetings. In 2021, we released the 100% 
Renewable Energy Playbook and Toolkit where you can learn more about how to 
organize your community around a clean energy transition using the engagement 
organizing model. 

When we started organizing in Trail, BC for a local government commitment to 
transition to 100% renewable energy backed by community support, it became 
clear that we needed a different approach. We organized information tables at local 
farmers’ markets and community events that environmentally minded people would 
typically go to, and found that we were not getting the same amount of people who 
would sign up to support the energy transition as we had in other communities 
in the region. Trail has a population of 8,300 is a town built around mining. There 
is a heavy metal smelter right downtown, which employs about 1,400 people. This 
defines the character of the town and makes it unlike the other municipalities we 
had previously organized in. The identity of the community is inextricably linked 
to the smelter and the mining industry. Most of the people we spoke with at 
community events were skeptical of the idea of change, they were worried about 



19



20

what that would mean for them and their community. It felt safer to maintain 
business as usual.

Much of our world is based in a resource extraction economy -- and traditional 
communications on the environment, nature, and climate change have often 
made people that work in these industries feel left out of the conversation and like 
they need to defend their livelihoods. This contributes to the polarizing jobs versus 
environment narrative. To continue building support for the renewable energy 
transition, we need to reach our neighbours where they are, celebrate the hard work 
they do to support their families, and help them resolve their internal conflict around 
climate action being good for them too.

Podcasts & road trips

Our Executive Director, Montana Burgess, is an avid podcast listener, and in 2016 
heard the “This American Life” podcast episode “for your reconsideration.” In the 
episode, they showcased deep canvassing. They explained that through listening, 
being compassionate, and sharing vulnerable stories of life experiences, you could 
help someone who wasn’t initially in favour of an issue move to become more in 
favour. Montana set off to learn more about deep canvassing, and how to apply 
it to community organizing on climate and energy because she saw the need to 
bring more people into our common struggle for lasting policy change, especially in 
frontline resource extraction-dependent communities, like Trail. 

After connecting with Ella Barrett and Steve Deline co-
founders of the New Conversation Initiative (NCI), the 
leading deep canvassing training organization, in March 
2019, three staff visited Bozeman, MT to learn from the 
Montana Engagement Partnership (MEP), the first group 
to explore deep canvassing in a conservation context. 
Then in January 2020, two staff shadowed a Showing up 
for Racial Justice (SURJ) deep canvassing on jail reform 
in Los Angeles, CA, that turned out over 120 volunteer 
canvassers in one session. They also got to  learn from 
the NCI who led trainings. When the team returned 
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to British Columbia, they had four key resources to launch their deep canvassing 
program:  

1. Experience, relationships, and materials built shadowing the MEP 
         conservation deep canvassing program

2.  Experience and learnings built shadowing the SURJ deep canvass on  
          police reform 

3.  The 2015 Leadership Lab Miami Report with materials and learnings 

4.  A developed relationship with NCI

The team now had the foundations of deep canvassing to meet the residents of Trail 
where they were at, truly hear their concerns, and help them resolve their internal 
conflict so they could support collective climate solutions, like the transition to 100% 
renewable energy.

Individual action won’t save us, we need collective action

In southeast British Columbia, we are already experiencing the impacts of climate 
change. More wildfires, flooding and landslides, smaller snow packs, and air and 
water pollution adversely affect human and animal health and alter people’s way 
of life. There is a lot that we can do as individuals to help create a better, cleaner, 
safer communities, but when we consider all that needs to happen to reach climate 
change targets, from changes in industrial practices to electrifying energy grids and 
building accessible and affordable public transportation systems, it’s clear than these 
challenges are bigger than any of us can solve by ourselves. 

We need governments at every level to take action to stop more climate change 
because we, as individuals, cannot do it alone. Governments can regulate industry, 
and have the resources to budget solutions within their jurisdictions. The transition 
away from fossil fuels and toward cleaner renewable energy sources will not look 
the same everywhere, and governments have the jurisdiction and power to initiate 
change in ways that recognize and reflect the strengths and opportunities in 
different communities. 
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A local government approach
We structured our climate approach around the knowledge that municipalities have 
influence over 50% of greenhouse gas emissions in Canada4  and as a regional group 
traditionally, we could most efficiently affect change within the West Kootenay 
region. By making new homes and buildings more efficient and retrofitting existing 
structures, electrifying vehicles and investing in the diversification of transportation 
options beyond personal vehicles, and by procuring any remaining energy used 
from renewable sources municipalities can make a difference in their own backyards 
and send a strong signal to other levels of decision makers to align their legislation, 
budgets and programs.

Accomplishing our goal of getting a commitment from the City of Trail to reach 100% 
renewable energy no later than 2050 across community energy use required us to 
focus more on helping people resolve their internal conflict and cognitive dissonance 

rather than only identifying supporters.Theory of Chang

4  Federation of Canadian Municipalities. “Greenhouse Gas Reductions: Help Your Community Make Significant Carbon 

Emission-Reductions.” Accessed 19 January, 2022.

https://fcm.ca/en/programs/municipalities-climate-innovation-program/greenhouse-gas-reductions
https://fcm.ca/en/programs/municipalities-climate-innovation-program/greenhouse-gas-reductions
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In short, we believe that we need to make collective climate action a populist 
issue to withstand political changes and partisanship if we want to restore the 
planet’s life support systems and keep people safe, and deep canvassing is a key 
missing ingredient.

Supporting Tactics

Over 2020-2022 the team developed and ran a deep canvassing program to build 
support from the residents of Trail for the clean energy transition with the goal of 
Trail City Council committing to transition to 100% renewable energy across 
community energy use no later than 2050. Along with the deep canvassing, the 
team opened a community office in Trail, launched a solutions-based journalism 
project called Living Here, collaborated on community events, got involved in the 
local chamber of commerce and economic development groups, developed 
relationships with unions and workers, organized a youth clean energy organizer 
camp, and worked with volunteers on strategic community outreach 
and communications.

Outcomes

After completing 1181 deep canvassing conversations and having 1010 Trail residents 
add their name in favour of the local 100% renewable energy transition, we thought 

http://Living Here
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that there was a big enough shift in the community to successfully present to the 
city council to make the case that Trail should commit to the clean energy transition. 
In March 2022, we presented over Zoom and answered Council’s questions. The 
Council directed their staff to develop a report and recommendations on the 100% 
clean energy commitment. In April 2022, the staff report was on the Council agenda 
and the Trail City Council unanimously passed:

“That the City of Trail aims to transition to 100% renewable energy in all energy use 
sectors in the City including heating and cooling, transportation, electricity and waste 
management no later than 2050; and that Council request staff to collaborate with 
experts and residents, as well as consult the West Kootenay 100% Renewable Energy 
Plan and collaborate with the regional local government working group, to develop a 
transition plan by March 15, 2023”

Trail is the latest community in the Kootenay region to join with Golden, Creston, and 
Fruitvale, who also joined the 100% renewable energy transition local government 
efforts in 2021, and Castlegar, Kaslo, Nelson, New Denver, Silverton, Slocan, Rossland, 
Warfield and the Regional District of Central Kootenay who developed the West 
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Kootenay 100% Renewable Energy Plan, to work together for rural and small-town 
communities to maintain health, safety, and security in the clean energy transition. 
The Neighbours United team is looking forward to working with the Trail city staff 
and community to support clean transition planning and implementation. 

Community archetypes for deep canvassing on climate 
change

We tested deep canvassing on climate solutions in Trail, a heavy-industry company 
town with the assumption that this is the most conflicted and polarized type of 
community around collective climate solutions. We believed if we could figure out 
how to successfully deep canvass in a heavy-industry company town archetype, we 
could easily adapt learnings to be applied in other community archetypes that also 
had large numbers of conflicted residents. We’ve identified four other community 
archetypes we will test deep canvassing on collective climate solutions over the next 
two years: extraction-dependent small towns, rural communities, suburban areas, 

and urban extraction-dependent towns.

Partnerships
We were very lucky to consult on this project with several leading thinkers in climate 
change communications and deep canvassing. Our project accomplished as much 
as it has thanks to their insight, advice, and counsel. 

New Conversation Initiative (NCI)

Ella Barrett and Steve Deline began volunteering with the Los Angeles LGBT Center’s 
Leadership LAB shortly after the loss of Proposition 8 in 2008 and were integral to 
the creation of Deep Canvassing. After nearly seven years of successful work with 
the LAB, they founded NCI in 2018 with the intention of helping other organizers 
across a range of issues apply the tools of deep canvassing in their campaigns. In 
three years, they trained organizers to run successful campaigns on trans rights, 
abortion, immigration, prison reform, the 2020 Biden vs. Trump presidential election. 
In 2021, in collaboration with People’s Action, NCI established the Deep Canvass 
Institute, a training hub for organizers and volunteer canvassers to learn the critical 
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skills of deep canvassing. They brought their brilliance, mastery of this tactic, and 
experience with other projects to bear on our work as we endeavored to become 
the first organization to successfully apply the tactic to a complete volunteer-based 
climate change deep canvassing program. Thanks to their collaboration with our 
team, climate is among the issues in which we now know deep canvassing can have 
a profound impact. 

Montana Engagement Partnership (MEP)

From 2017-2018, the Montana Wilderness Association (now Wild Montana), Montana 
Wildlife Federation, Greater Yellowstone Coalition, and Montana Conservation Voters, 
acting in concert as the Montana Engagement Partnership under the stewardship 
of Laurel Angell, incubated the first deep canvass project on conservation issues. 
Working together with the New Conversation Initiative, MEP sought to learn how to 
adapt deep canvassing to a different context than it had ever been used in before. 
After we shadowed their work, we benefited from the guidance of MEP’s deep 
canvass lead, Emily Solon, who joined our project in March 2020, and the ongoing 
mentorship of Laurel Angell. Our deep canvassing program is built on a foundation 
of their learnings. 

Yale Program on Climate Change Communication (YPCCC)

In 2008, YPCCC identified what they called “The Six Americas,” six categories from 
“Alarmed” to “Dismissive” that elucidate how US residents feel about climate change. 
Their research continues to deepen the understanding of these categories and 
track how much of the population falls into each. They are the proprietors of some of 
the very best knowledge available into how climate advocates can most effectively 
engage in conversations about climate change with different audiences. We were 
very lucky that Joshua Low, Partnerships Director, and Eric Fine, Project Manager, 
generously shared their time and expertise as we honed our script. To great effect, 
our canvassers are sharing stories, and asking those they speak with to share stories, 
about their everyday lived experience with climate change impacts, due in large 
part to Low and Fine’s critical guidance about what kinds of stories have the greatest 
impact. 
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McAllister Research

In 2021, we conducted polling with McAllister Research to better understand 
framing and language that could start conversations with rural and small town 
British Columbians and help us keep the door open at the beginning of our deep 
canvassing. We found that using words like “pollution and waste” was helpful to 
open the conversation and help people connect the dots on making climate impacts 
tangible and part of something they already understood to be environmental and 
social problems.

The polling also showed that over 50% of rural and small town BC residents think 
many environmental groups “are made up of crackpots trying to alarm the public 
without knowing what they are talking about.” Meanwhile 92% favour public 
investment in job skills & training programs and 84% favour jobs in the renewable 
energy sector. This reinforced the need to meet the majority of at least non-urban 
Canadians where they are at, help them resolve their internal conflict so they can 
support the collective climate solutions we need. 

People’s Action

New Conversation Initiative partnered with People’s Action, a US organization that 
builds the power of poor and working people, in rural, suburban, and urban areas to 
win change through issue campaigns and elections, to launch the Deep Canvassing 
Institute. Neighbours United staff are grateful for the training offered through the 
Institute and connections with other organizers practicing deep canvassing.

Organizing for Change (OFC)

In February 2020, two organizers from OFC spent a week in the Kootenays learning 
and supporting the Neighbours United team in their first few door to door deep 
canvassing shifts. OFC continued to support the team for a few months in joining 
script and audio review sessions where we spent a lot of our time learning and 
iterating the script. OFC continues to support the team through providing use of 
their CallHub platform for online phone banking. 

http://Organizing for Change (OFC) 
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How to run a successful volunteer-based deep 
canvassing program on climate & energy

Our deep canvassing program timeline is divided into meeting the three key 
components of running a successful deep canvassing program: 

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, just one month into our project, and the world 
transitioned from in-person to online, we began an intensive staff script iteration 
process, mostly through phone calling, rather than the conventional door knocking 
deep canvassing. After almost one and a half years, we launched our volunteer 
canvasser training program. 
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Neighbours United Deep Canvassing Program Timeline
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Component 1 of running a successful program:                  
Developing a script that works 

Our script iteration process took over one year, as 
there had not been a successful deep canvassing 
script already created to shift the public on 
climate policy, and we struggled to translate 
other successful deep canvassing issue scripts to 
an environmental context.  

We spent a year and a half of trial and error on 
the script, so you don’t have to. You can expect to 
test and adapt using our deep canvassing script 
to your climate or energy issues and local context 
to likely take 1-2 months. 

How and why our script works

Productive conversations about climate change between people with opposing 
views can be difficult to have. Harder still is navigating these conversations when 
your goal is to shift someone’s opinion. The default conversational styles many 
of us often have experienced lead to debate or argument which, rather than 
bringing us closer together, further entrench us in our positions and divide us. In 
deep canvassing, we learn the skills to have conversations that bring people closer 
together, promote trust rather than suspicion, and breakthrough partisanship and 
tribalism so we can speak with each other about how to create a world that reflects 
what’s best about us. 

One of the most important tools a canvasser 
has to enable these conversations is the 
script. Deep canvass scripts are developed 
in a way akin to scientific discovery: through 
lots of testing, trial, and error. All the words on 
the script are intentional and highly tested, 
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elected, and sequenced because, through 539 hours of canvassing, 729 canvass 
conversations, and 60 different script versions – 31 of which were major iterations – 
they were the most effective.

Why This Script

Our script has 4 main parts, each one a critical ingredient in the recipe that makes 
our conversations authentic, productive, and persuasive. Through months of 
research and experimentation, we created each section by seeking answers to the 
following questions:

1. What is the best way to talk about climate change and action on climate 
change so as to not repel uncertain and/or conflicted people?

2. What are the biggest barriers preventing folks from being more supportive of 
collective climate change action?

a. Which barriers are within our capacity to reduce or make an impact on?

b. When reduced or impacted, which barriers lead to statistically significant 
increases in support for climate change action?

3. What do we need to focus on and emphasize to most effectively make our 
case for climate action?

4. What responses can we provide to the most common concerns that will help 
people resolve any outstanding uncertainty or conflict?

What follows is an explanation of what we learned by answering these questions and 
what each section of the script includes as a result of these lessons.

Key Script Takeaways

 | Our script works, our persuasion rate started at 22% and ended at 42%.
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 | You can only be as successful as you are clear about your goals. You may have 
different goals for different parts of your campaign. Only by understanding what you 
need to accomplish to meet these various goals can you be successful.

 | We spent months learning what was and what was not effective for having 
persuasive conversations about climate change. Start with our script and adapt, if 
you are working on climate or environmental issues, don’t reinvent the wheel!

 | We needed people who felt frustrated, overwhelmed, or skeptical to name that 
climate change is a real problem that is already impacting their lives. Only then, 
could we wade through the reality of the need to make changes and the uncertainty 
of what that will look like.

 | You can have successful conversations about climate change by becoming allies of 
the people you talk to rather than antagonists. Acknowledge their identity and past 
successes to resolve environmental problems with people power ensuring decision-
makers address the collective problem.

 | Naming that their neighbours were also concerned about climate change and that 
we had spoken with them already was helpful to build trust and openness.

 | Productive and persuasive conversations with people you wouldn’t expect are 
possible if you create a safe space where they can process their conflicted feelings 
with someone who is curious and non-judgemental.

 | Don’t open right away with climate change, but get to it quickly. Only by talking 
about it directly do you have a chance to impact the way people feel about it and 
build more support for action to mitigate it.

 | Get out of fact land: many people get defensive when talking about climate change 
and feel they are being blamed for causing the problems we are dealing with today. 
Having persuasive, emotionally connected conversations depends on reducing 
this defensiveness.

 | Develop your authentic personal climate stakes story. It must be a climate impact 
you have experienced, emotional for you, and if you have cognitive dissonance, name 
and resolve it.

 | Tell your story first to model story sharing.
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 | The biggest cause of conflicted feelings about climate action is a lack of personal 
connection to the urgency of climate change as a pressing problem in need of 
a solution.

 | Allocate enough script development resources in your planning, and give yourself 
1-2 months to adapt our script for your context.

 | Consider who should be part of the script iteration team, aim for 4-8 committed 
people. Include people who are experienced in successful deep canvassing script 
development to speed up iteration and be efficient with resources.

Barriers and common concerns

We compiled a list of the most common concerns or barriers we heard after months 
of script iterations to figure out: 

a) What were the key barriers holding people back from being more supportive 
of more government action on climate change and the local 100% renewable 
energy transition.

b) Which barriers were within our power to impact.

c) When we successfully impacted one if it resulted in an increase in support for 
more government action on climate change.

Common concerns we heard during script iteration:
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The following is an explanation of what we learned about the most common 
concerns people have related to collective action on climate change, how to address 
those concerns, and what our script includes as a result of all we learned.  

Summary of barriers and common concerns:

 ▲ Overwhelmed by the scope of the problem

 ▲ Don’t trust environmentalists

 ▲ Don’t trust governments

 ▲ Concerned about personal financial cost

 ▲ Identity rooted in extraction industry

 ▲ Unrealistic: solutions aren’t possible

 ▲ Lack of urgency
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Overwhelmed by the scope of the problem

WHAT WE HEARD

 | I don’t have the capacity to think about climate change or the environmental when 
I have a job to do and family to care for

 | I don’t know what climate change means for me and my family 

 | Climate change isn’t happening here now, it is happening elsewhere or will 
happen later

WHAT WE LEARNED

 | Residents’ concerns and barriers were rooted in overwhelm.

 | We can’t address overwhelm directly. 

WHAT WE DID 

 | We experimented with a wide variety of stories we thought might be able to 
reduce their overwhelm and instill confidence in a collective ability to make these 
changes without negatively impacting people’s financial well-being or way of life. 
Story topics included:

 ▲ A time we took care of a loved one when they needed it / A time we received 
care when we needed it.

 ▲ Purpose: To connect with the idea that we are our best when 
we support each other and even if dealing with climate change 
comes with challenges, we can get through hard things when we 
come together.

 ▲ A time we saw the government do something well.
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 ▲ Purpose: To elevate the possibility that the government could 
work to address climate change in a functional way that helps 
rather than hurts people.

 ▲ A time we came together to make a positive change with others in 
our community.

 ▲ Purpose: To connect with the idea that positive change is possible 
and that change does not inherently represent a threat to identity 
or way of life.

 ▲ A time when someone we love overcame a challenge.

 ▲ Purpose: To connect with one’s love for and pride in someone close 
to them in the hopes of focusing more attention on the value of 
doing something hard than on the possible risks.

 ▲ Something we have faith in despite being unable to foretell or foresee 
the outcome.

 ▲ Purpose: To identify that there are other things in our lives that we 
do or support without knowing exactly how they are going to work 
out in the hopes that it could ease the discomfort of not knowing 
exactly what the implications of transitioning to renewable energy 
will be.

 ▲ Despite the fact that almost all of these topics elicited emotional stories 
from people and, to some extent, achieved their stated purpose, these 
stories did not correspond to an increase in support for government action 
on climate change.

 | We addressed overwhelm by addressing other barriers and concerns because we 

learned we couldn’t address it directly.
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Don’t trust environmentalists

WHAT WE HEARD

 | Environmentalists don’t understand what is good for people or care about what 
people need, especially when it comes to jobs and the economy. They care more 
about trees than people.

 | Environmentalists are hypocrites and tell other people to do things they aren’t 
doing themselves - they drive cars!

 | Environmentalists poke their noses into other people’s business; think they know 
better and tell people what to do.

 | Issues with the environment have improved so much - when will it be enough?

WHAT WE LEARNED

 | Early on in our deep canvassing, we noticed that many people seemed hesitant 
and/or suspicious of us. It was difficult for folks to open up to us, share vulnerability, 
and consider and/or acknowledge support for our positions; they seemed to doubt 
our intentions and wonder if we were trying to trick them somehow. For some, 
this results from effective propaganda against environmentalists designed to 
undermine our credibility. For others, it was the result of a negative experience with 
environmentalists from their past. Whatever the reason, we entered the conversation 
with a trust deficit.

 | We first tried to address this gap by giving folks space to discuss the reasons for it 
- to tell us the story of their real lived experience or simply get the chance to air their 
distaste for environmentalists to an environmentalist willing to listen. 

 | We found, however, that the experience of having a different interaction with an 
environmentalist than one might be used to or expect to be able to have is more 
powerful than the chance to air grievances. Deep canvassing provides this opportunity, 
by emphasizing the exploration of lived experience; elevating the  shared values 
between canvasser and the person they are speaking with; teaching canvassers to 
listen with curiosity and without judgment. 
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WHAT WE DID

To impact this barrier, we did two things: 

1. Include a disclosure at the beginning of the script to name our identity 
as environmentalists and then proceed with the conversation. The experience 
of having a productive conversation with an “environmentalist” in which the 
person being canvassed feels heard by and connected to the canvasser is 
enough to meaningfully impact this barrier. 

2. Emphasize asking questions, listening, and sharing our authentic 
emotional story. These key elements of deep canvassing build trust no matter 
how different in appearance or in surface opinions people seem to be. 

Don’t trust governments

WHAT WE HEARD

 | Concerned about the government actually doing what they say they will do because 
they haven’t always been good at that.

 | If the government does take action, it will be in their best interests, not in the best 
interests of me, my neighbours, and my family. 

 | I’ll be forced to make changes I can’t afford because the government will not care 
about how these changes impact me.

WHAT WE LEARNED

 | Many residents have a stronger trust in their local or regional government, and less 
trust in their provincial or national government 
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 | Residents became more open to action happening if the community came 
together to hold the government accountable, and felt more trust in the power of 
their neighbours to come together and do so. 

WHAT WE DID 

 | Our pollution/community success story includes an example of industry, community, 
and government working together. This example is then referred to in the make the 
case section to demonstrate that the government has worked with the community 
positively before.

 | We addressed government distrust in two pieces: Worried they won’t take action 
and worried what it will mean if they do take action

Concerned about personal financial cost

WHAT WE HEARD

 | The burden of paying for it will fall on me (taxes and the costs of things will increase), 
and I don’t have any money to spare. 

 | I will lose the things that make my life meaningful / my life will change too much.

 | Transitioning from oil and gas / non-renewable resource extraction will severely 
damage the economy and result in devastating job loss.

WHAT WE LEARNED

 | Those carrying the concerns in this category were frustrated and felt like “climate 
solutions” would only harm their livelihood. We saw that this often went with a 
generalized feeling of overwhelm about the prospect of dealing with climate 
change, whether by transitioning to renewable energy or supporting other collective 
government interventions. 
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 | We tried addressing the cost of action concerns directly and also indirectly by 
addressing the feeling of overwhelm.

 | These fears are deeply held, often rooted in an experience of government action 
that resulted in an increase in the cost of living, the experience of being financially 
insecure, or a feeling that their way of life is changing or threatened. When people 
have come to believe that addressing climate change will threaten their ability to 
meet these needs, we did not find it to be possible to increase their support for action 
by trying to impact their relationship with these concerns.

WHAT WE DID

When we shifted our script to a focus on climate change as the urgent issue, we 
then could impact this barrier because the urgency then felt greater than financial 
concerns. 

Can’t separate identity from the extraction industry

WHAT WE HEARD

 | My family and those close to me have been financially supported by the industry 
in town for generations, and we are going to bear the brunt of the negative 
consequences of change. 

 | The extraction industry is the reason my town exists/supports my life.

 | Extraction industries have done a lot to clean up and still get nothing but blame 
and vitriol from environmentalists who are impossible to please.

 | The implication seems to be that my (town or industry) is to blame for the problems 
facing us today and that I should feel bad for causing the mess you say we’re in, but 
you ignore the fact that we care about the environment, too, and have tried our best 
to take care of it.
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WHAT WE LEARNED 

 | One of the biggest barriers to connection in our conversations was defensiveness. 
Because many of our solutions include changes to the ways we live and interact with 
the environment, people can feel like we are indicting them for how they have lived 
and believe we know how to live better than they do. This problem grows more severe 
when talking with people living somewhere with a history of industrial pollution. They 
suspect we are there to blame them and demand an end to the industry on which 
their economy depends. Folks not living in industrial towns are also likely to align 
themselves with industry because it has come to be a totem of sorts, representing 
our collective way of life; for that reason, it is something that folks can feel a need 
to defend.

 | When people feel this way, they are not able to engage emotionally, share vulnerably, 
or explore their feelings about climate change and how to respond to it. They are too 
preoccupied with defending themselves, their town, and/or the local industry from 
the canvasser, proving that they are not the bad people that they think we think they 
are, and explaining the ways in which their town has worked to (in the case of the 
town we canvassed in) drastically improve environmental conditions. 

 | It became clear that diffusing this dynamic needed to play a central role in our 
conversations if we had any hope of being successful. We needed people to know 
that our advocacy for climate solutions was not about shame or blame and that we 
were not blind to the environmental progress they have made.

 ▲ We tried asking about what having the heavy metal smelter means to their 
town, to let them know that we recognize its value to them and were not 
aiming to shut it down and destroy their economy.

 ▲ We tried asking folks to tell us about how their town has changed over 
the years. We heard often about how much better their environment has 
gotten and how hard the smelting operation has worked to remediate 
past damage. We wondered if giving them a chance to share about this, 
and listening with curiosity and interest, would show that we did not seek 
to shame or blame them, that we value the progress they have made, and 
that we did not see ourselves as the only participants in the conversation 
who care about the environment.
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WHAT WE DID

 | What worked best was a statement from us rather than a question for them. 
Our script directs the canvasser to share that they have learned about how much 
environmental progress has been made there, to cite a few examples, and to state 
that they understand this to be the result of people advocating for the government 
and the industry to work together to make improvements. The canvasser asks if the 
person agrees with what they’ve said, and the person is then in a position to agree 
and elaborate rather than defend and explain. They have been set at ease by our 
recognition and validation and are able to drop their defenses and engage openly in 
the rest of the conversation.

Unrealistic: solutions aren’t possible

WHAT WE HEARD

 | It’s impossible to make such widespread, systemic changes any time soon.

 | The economic benefits of new technology and energy is uncertain.

 | Addressing climate change is simply too expensive.

 | Renewable energies are not reliable.

 | We don’t get enough energy from alternatives to be able to stop using oil and gas.

 | Renewable energies have negative impacts on the environment, too.

WHAT WE LEARNED 

 | Before we focused our script on climate change and it was centered on the transition 
to renewable energy, these concerns took center stage and dominated the show. We 
had trouble talking to people about much else aside from the specifics of the plan; 
how much it would cost to implement; whether it was practical for us to reach the 
goal of 100% renewable energy in this century; how some folks did not care to give it 
any of their effort or attention because they would be dead by the time its purported 
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benefits come into effect; how we do not have the technology to achieve it; and how 
we could never afford to do it. 

 | We engaged with these concerns - the plan, the economics, the details. We listened 
with care and concern and affirmed that we, too, cared about these same things. 
Instead of asking people about making the transition to 100% renewable energy by 
2050, we removed the date and asked about it in general, or we included a date 
range. We stressed that the transition wouldn’t happen overnight, that it cannot 
happen at the expense of anybody’s well-being, and that we need to put plans in 
place so that we know how to address any challenges that might arise as we make 
these changes. 

 | But we were not able to impact these barriers because we would get bogged down 
in details. Quite often, people used their distaste for one specific aspect or detail 
of the transition plan to dismiss the entire thing. We saw this as a way for folks to 
shield themselves from having a deeper conversation about these very complicated 
questions and to explore how they felt about them.

WHAT WE DID

 | When we shifted our focus from renewable energy to climate change, the nature 
of these concerns shifted. 

 | We found that when we talked more about the problem of climate change itself, 
people had less of a need to focus on and find problems with the specifics of how to 
fix it. 

Lack of Urgency

WHAT WE HEARD

 | Climate change isn’t a pressing issue

 | Climate change won’t affect me for a long time

 | I’ll be dead before it’s a problem here
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 | I have a lot of other things to worry about right now

 | China is the real problem until they do something about their emissions, there’s 
nothing we can do in Canada that makes a difference

WHAT WE LEARNED

 | In addition to the problems of defensiveness and distrust outlined above, our 
iteration process revealed that the other most significant barrier to increased support 
for climate action was lack of urgency. In fact, it was the missing piece making our 
attempts to address other significant barriers ineffectual: without feeling urgency 
about climate change, people were not compelled to explore their complicated and 
conflicted feelings or figure out how to deal with them. When they felt overwhelmed 
and afraid of how climate action could negatively impact them, create negative 
economic consequences, and change their way of life, they tried to push the feelings 
away, sometimes further minimizing the threat of climate change to do so, and 
assigning responsibility to other countries, as if climate change was happening 
and caused elsewhere without urgency, they said transitioning to 100% renewable 
energy is not realistic, and focused on which components of the plans would not 
work, because they weren’t motivated to find workable solutions. 

 | This discovery arose partially out of reports from canvassers that something was 
missing from their conversations: they were trying to increase support for the 
transition to renewable energy without talking about why making this transition was 
necessary. They were engaging folks about a solution to a problem without clearly 
identifying the problem or determining whether the other person thought it was an 
important problem to solve.

 | We learned that we needed people who felt frustrated, overwhelmed, or skeptical 
of how realistic solutions were to name that climate change is real, urgent, and a 
problem that they see impacting their own backyard right now. Only then could we 
wade through the reality of making changes and the uncertainty of what that will 
look like. We couldn’t do that until people named that climate change impacts were 
real and impacting their lives now.
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 | A lack of urgency was often related to voters feeling as though the problem of 
climate change existed elsewhere, and that other countries should do better to act 
on climate change rather than here. 

WHAT WE DID

 | We changed our script so that it was about addressing climate change directly. 
Now, our script enables canvassers to have conversations that result in people feeling 
more urgently that climate change is a problem in need of a solution. When people 
feel that way, they are more likely to figure out how to live with other concerns or are 
able to realize that their concerns are not the insurmountable impediments they 
thought they were.

Sections 1-3 of our script intentionally addressed the core seven barriers that were 

holding people back from supporting more government action on climate change and 

the 100% renewable energy transition

SCRIPT SECTION 1: HOW TO TALK ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE   
AND CLIMATE CHANGE ACTION



47

In early versions of our script, we relied on our short interactions with the unengaged 
or conflicted segments of the public, which seemed to show that talking directly 
about climate change with people who are conflicted is unproductive, and 
even detrimental.

So instead, we structured our script around the transition to renewable energy. We 
knew this frame tested well in non-urban British Columbia through internal polling 
we commissioned from McAllister Research in 2020 & 2021. We thought its potential 
benefits – economic expansion, job growth, infrastructure improvements – would 
align with the priorities and values of folks in the heavy industry company town in 
which we were organizing. And instead of naming climate change directly, we talked 
about renewable energy in terms of its potential impact on pollution and waste, 
because polling indicated widespread support for addressing these problems.

One of the first things we learned was that talking about the transition to renewable 
energy, and all it will take to be achieved, felt very overwhelming to most people. We 
tried honing in on discrete parts of the transition, such as its potential to improve the 
local public transportation system or provide government funding to retrofit existing 
homes and buildings. In these early scripts, we adjusted how we framed the policy 
and we either did not mention climate change at all or only raised it briefly late in the 
conversation when we thought we would be less likely to turn people away.

No matter how much we tinkered with these scripts, the resulting conversations did 
not work. They were unfocused and meandering; only sometimes did canvassers 
feel they were making a persuasive impact and more often felt that people did not 
understand what the conversation was really about. And that’s because we were 
not being clear about what the conversation really was about. We were cold calling 
or door knocking to suggest that folks get on board with a policy that could have 
sweeping impacts on their lives, many of which they feared would be negative, 
and we did not talk about climate change, the very reason why we thought these 
changes were necessary.

We found that bringing up climate change near the beginning of the 
conversation, and orienting the script around it, was the opposite of off-putting. 
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Being honest and clear about our true intentions and the reason for our call 
helped us connect more effectively with people. It also was the key to effective 
persuasion, because when  we weren’t talking about climate change, we did 
not have a chance of helping people change how they felt about it. At the 
beginning of our script iteration process, we had a persuasion rate of 22%. At 
the end of our script iteration process where we were clear about government 
action on climate change, our persuasion rate almost doubled. 

Our final script opens with naming the purpose of the conversation is to talk about 
an agreed non-partisan problem: waste and pollution. Then we ask a question to 
ground them in their community. After that first interaction, we then introduce the 
big problem of climate change in the most non-polarizing way possible. This first 
section begins to address some of the barriers identified above, which are expanded 
on in section 2 of the script.

FROM THE SCRIPT, SECTION 1:

I’m ___, and we’re having conversations with our neighbors about reducing 
waste and pollution in our community. But first, I’m curious: what do you like 
about living here? Have you always lived here? 

Barrier addressed: Don’t trust environmentalists, can’t separate identity from 
extraction industry

Guidance: The first lines of the script are meant to intrigue people enough to keep 
them in conversation so you have the chance to build rapport and a bit of familiarity. 
We decided to ask a question about “living here” after learning how much pride folks 
had about living in the place we were calling. It set them at ease and gave them 
a reason to stay on when their first instincts are to hang up or close the door on 
someone they don’t know.
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Some people say that the government should take more action to reduce the 
impacts of climate change on people. What do you think about that?

Barrier addressed: Don’t trust environmentalists, don’t trust governments, and 
surface their other specific barriers.

Guidance: We introduced the phrase climate change here because, while we found 
folks very willing to discuss the topic, putting it in the very first sentence resulted in 
more immediate hang-ups/door closes. 

On a 0-10 scale, how much do you support more government action to reduce 
the impacts of climate change on people, where 0 is completely opposed, 10 is 
completely in favor, and 5 is somewhere in the middle?

Follow-up questions: 

Why is that the right number for you?

What are the reasons why you DO support more government action? 

What are the reasons why you don’t?

 

Barrier addressed: Don’t trust environmentalists, don’t trust governments, and 
surface their other specific barriers.

Guidance: Our rating question reflects our interest in learning people’s thoughts 
and feelings about government action to reduce climate change, and stops people 
from thinking we are asking them to take more individual action/personal carbon 
footprint, like buying an EV on their own, right now. It focuses on the impacts of 
climate change on people, which we found to be more important to emphasize with 
the people we spoke with, rather than the impacts on the environment as a whole 
or wildlife.
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As I said, my name is ___ and I’m someone who is a 10 on that scale - I believe 
that the government needs to do more to protect people from the impacts of 
climate change. But I’m interested in having open and honest conversations 
because it’s not something we do enough.

Barrier addressed: Don’t trust environmentalists 

Guidance: Naming what we believe and our intention in the conversation, and truly 
meaning it, while letting go of outcomes, builds trust and opens the canvasser for 

transformation, as well as the person they are canvassing.

SCRIPT SECTION 2: STORY SHARING TO ADDRESS BARRIERS TO 
SUPPORTING MORE ACTION ON CLIMATE CHANGE

The second section of the script is where we engage with and make an impact on 
the barriers impeding support for more climate action. To do this, the canvasser 
and person we are canvassing exchange emotional stories based on their own 
personal experiences.

The reliance on storytelling in deep canvassing was born out of the understanding 
that facts don’t persuade people like we wish they did. Conversations about whose 
facts are right and whose are wrong move us away from emotion and typically 
devolve into arguments; each side gets defensive, digs more ardently into their own 
positions, and becomes less able to consider the perspective of the other. Can you 
think of an example of such a conversation in your own life? Furthermore, people do 
not make decisions or form opinions based on facts; rather, we draw our conclusions 
based on emotions and experiences and then find facts to support them. If we want 
people to become more supportive of climate action and less motivated by the 
concerns and barriers that get in the way of support, we need to make emotional 
connections. 
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We can make these connections by exchanging stories about our lived experiences. 
When we hear stories about another person’s experience and tell them stories 
about our own, we move away from talking points, political positions, last night’s 
news story, bias, and prejudice, and toward empathy. Stories help us to more 
deeply explore and understand our own experience and be more curious about the 
experience and perspective of others.

Research shows that the exchange of emotional stories is the key to persuasion. In 
2019, political scientists Joshua Kalla and David Broockman reported a new finding 
from a deep canvass experiment in which some canvassers had conversations 
that included the two-way exchange of storytelling while others used a watered-
down version of the script that did not. The conversations without the two-way 
exchange had no measurable impact, leading Kalla and Broockman to conclude that 
“when you take away the two-way nature of the conversation, the effects go away… 
[because] this ‘non-judgmental exchanging of narratives’... is the key ingredient in 
how deep canvassing works.”5 , 6

Figuring out what stories to exchange in our conversations took a lot of trial and 
error. We knew the stories needed to impact the main barriers preventing people 
from supporting government action on climate change.

FROM THE SCRIPT, SECTION 2:

STORY SHARING 1 - PAST POLLUTION SUCCESS STORY

In having these conversations, I have heard your neighbours share a lot about 
the ways things have changed for the better in Trail over the years. How people 
here really advocated for the government and the smelter to address issues 

5  Resnick, Brian. 29 January, 2020. “How To Talk Someone Out Of Bigotry.” Vox. Accessed 10 January, 2022.

6  Kalla, Joshua and Broockman, David. 17 November, 2019. “Reducing Exclusionary Attitudes Through Interpersonal 

Conversation: Evidence From Three Field Experiments.” American Political Science Review. Accessed 10 January, 2022.

https://www.vox.com/2020/1/29/21065620/broockman-kalla-deep-canvassing
https://escholarship.org/content/qt4d77v7n9/qt4d77v7n9.pdf
https://escholarship.org/content/qt4d77v7n9/qt4d77v7n9.pdf
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related to pollution and how Trail has trees back on the hillside and less lead in 
the soil and water.

Does that feel true for you?

 ▲ What have these changes meant for you and the people you care about?

 ▲ What do you think made that possible?

 ▲ What has it meant for Trail to have the smelter? Why do you care about it 
being here?

Barrier addressed: Unrealistic: solutions aren’t possible, don’t trust governments, 
can’t separate identity from extraction industry, don’t trust environmentalists

Guidance: This story works to break down the barrier related to “Questions of 
Responsibility / Support for Extraction Industry.” It communicates to those we 
canvass that we are not there to judge them or place blame, and, while we think 
more progress and change are necessary to respond to our current climate crisis, we 
recognize and value the progress they have already made. 

This section is particularly effective because it:

 | Acknowledges an important part of the identity of those we canvass (the local 
smelting operation) that feels threatened by climate change action;

 | Creates an opportunity for those we canvass to share their life experience and know 
they are being listened to and heard. This is an important step in building a safe 
space for story sharing and vulnerability in the climate change story share.  

 | Celebrates the people, local government, and the industry for the environmental 
progress that has been very beneficial for the town; 

 | Makes the case for environmental progress as a positive thing, which helps the 
person move closer to support for climate action without feeling like doing so is an 
inherent threat to the identity and economic well-being of their town.
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STORY SHARING 2 - PERSONAL CLIMATE STAKES

CANVASSER STORY

I think the challenge facing us now is climate change. [Share a story about how 
you’ve seen or experienced the impacts of climate change. Are these changes 
impacting the health, safety, or well-being of yourself or someone you love? 
Are changes in the environment threatening the traditions and/or livelihood of 
your community?

 ▲ Your story should include: observable change noting before and after, 
impact on people, naming your feelings, and naming your own cognitive 
dissonance and resolving it.]

THE PERSON BEING CANVASSED STORY

 ▲ What changes have you seen in your life (health, weather, landscape, 
migration)? 

 ▲ What concerns you most about climate change (in the environment? Or 
other specific examples?)

 ▲ How does that make you feel?

Prompt to dig further: I’ve been having lots of conversations with your 
neighbours here in Trail and hearing about the snow changing and there 
being fewer rainbow trout in the river. It seems like lots of people are feeling 
like climate change is something they are starting to see here. What does this 
bring up for you?

Barrier addressed: Don’t trust environmentalists, lack of urgency, Concerned about 
personal financial cost

Guidance: When people hear stories about our personal experience with everyday 
consequences of climate change and tell us about their own, they come to realize 
that climate change is something that they are experiencing today, they feel more 
urgency about it and interest in taking action to mitigate it. It is very important that 
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the canvasser shares their personal climate stakes story first, so the person being 
canvassed has a model for what they are being asked to do. This is different from 
past deep canvassing programs where people being canvassed are prompted to 
share their stories first. However, with climate change, it is hard to find the tangible 
and personally emotional. If we don’t show them first what it looks like they struggle 
to make it personal, observable, and emotional.

Your stories will be most powerful if they are simple, straightforward, and rooted 
in your emotional experience. The more they are about daily lived experiences the 
better; less frequent, but more powerful and devastating consequences (think: 
natural disasters like hurricanes) can be overwhelming and are not experienced by 
most on a regular basis, making climate change feel less urgent to resolve.

The conditions that make climate impacts stories most effective:

 | Tangible, observable climate impact you have experienced;

 | Details about what something was like before and what it was like after, due to 
climate change impacts;

 | Emotional to tell: stories about how people (you and/or those you care about) are 
impacted and how those impacts make you feel; and

 | Name and resolve your own cognitive dissonance.

EXAMPLE STORY FROM A CANVASSER:

“The Kootenays have always been my safe place. The winters are especially nostalgic 
for me. Some of my fondest memories include downhill and cross country skiing, 
tobogganing, and doing traditional Quebecois Cabanes-a-Sucres, basically enjoying 
the heaps of snow with my family. I was so excited when it was time to move back 
home after graduating from university -  I couldn’t wait to reconnect with my family 
and share these childhood traditions with my partner. I remember a moment at the 
beginning of last winter, shortly after moving home when I was driving through Trail. 
I noticed how different the landscape was compared to only a few years ago. There 
were still leaves hanging off of the maple trees along the highway, and instead of 
snow-covered hills, I was looking down at brown earth and dead grass. I glanced at 
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the temperature gauge on the dash. It read 21 degrees. I looked over at my partner 
in disbelief - never in my life had I seen 20-degree weather, in the Kootenays, in 
DECEMBER! I felt physically sick to my stomach and overwhelmed with grief and 
sadness, not only for myself but also for my partner and our future children with 
whom I so badly want to share this place. I knew climate change was happening but 
thought that its impacts were only felt in other countries and wouldn’t show up here 
in my lifetime. I didn’t expect it to impact me in my hometown so quickly. I decided 
at that moment that even though my family’s livelihood depends on the oil and gas 
sector, we had to take action to protect this place and the people that live here.”  

EXAMPLE STORY FROM A LOCAL RESIDENT 

“What I’ve noticed in the last 24 years that I’ve been working, playing or fishing on 
[the Salmo River], is that the river has changed substantially. The summer levels are 
way lower. I would love to see stream flow not decline any further on this river. My 
hope would be to see the bull trout population increasing or at least remain stable. 
[Fishing] allows me to connect with the river in a way I can’t describe. It’s a way to 
spend time with family and friends learning. About fishing. About what flies to use. 
About the clues the river gives as to where a fish may be living. And sometimes 
you don’t catch fish. But that’s okay. That’s why it’s called fishing and not catching… 
I think [change] is possible. But it’s going to take some big commitments and 
changes to reduce the carbon impact and reverse the increasing temperature.” 7

7  Anna Dulisse, “Salmo River Angler Casts A Line To The Future of Fishing,” Living Here, www.livinghere.ca
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SCRIPT SECTION 3: MAKING THE CASE

Sharing stories about climate change impacts may lead people to feel heavy 
emotions - fear, uncertainty, sometimes even dread. As folks feel more urgency 
about the need to do something about this problem, they can get a sinking feeling 
and become overwhelmed by the enormity of the problem and their sense of their 
own individual power (or lack thereof) to impact it. They may feel like it is too big 
and they can’t fix it. We should not leave them in these feelings or they could be 
vulnerable to fear messaging. Instead, something past deep canvassing programs 
found to be important was infusing genuine hope into the conversation. 

In our program it was hope that it’s not too late; hope that government action can 
make a difference; hope that the solution lies in collective action. In other words, 
giving them hope that if we speak out with other members of our communities, our 
governments will hear our voice and take the actions we want them to take. This 
requires a balanced approach to be authentic and realistic, but not overly idealistic. 
Acknowledging our own cognitive dissonance here can be useful too.

FROM THE SCRIPT, SECTION 3: 

Thanks for sharing with me. We’ve already proven here in Trail that when 
we speak up as a community, government and industry can and do listen. 
Because we came together and asked, they made pollution better AND 
ensured that people could continue to have good jobs here.

Barrier addressed: Unrealistic: solutions aren’t possible, don’t trust governments, 
can’t separate identity from extraction industry, don’t trust environmentalists

Guidance: With this paragraph, we emphasize how their own experience teaches 
them that environmental progress that benefits rather than harms is possible.
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I think we can do it again, and I think we NEED to, because [brief part of your 
AND THEIR Climate Change Personal Stake Story] is bigger than any of us 
working alone. We need the government to take action, and they will only start 
to take action IF a majority of us in our community come together and ask 
them to.

Barrier addressed: Overwhelmed by scope of the problem; solutions aren’t possible, 
don’t trust governments, can’t separate identity from extraction industry, don’t 
trust environmentalists

Guidance: With this paragraph, we call for action on a pressing climate challenge 
and stress that it is not our responsibility, and nor would it be possible, to solve this 
problem on our own. It is essential to effectively communicate that progress is 
possible only when we come together. 

SCRIPT SECTION 4: ADDRESSING OUTSTANDING CONCERNS

It’s important to give them a chance to process their concerns aloud to resolve any 
remaining internal conflict. Sometimes, by talking them through, folks will find their 
way to a resolution. Other times, the canvasser uses talking points from the script to 
offer a different way of thinking about concerns. 

In either case, working through concerns at this point in the conversation is more 
possible: increased feelings of urgency about climate change stemming from the 
conversation usually change peoples’ relationships to their concerns. They are more 
open to government action and, therefore, more interested in resolving or reducing 
the ferocity of their concerns so they can be more comfortable in their decision to 
support more government action on climate change.

The following are the most common concerns that people raised at the end of our 
conversations (the responses canvassers used with success are in the final script):
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 ▲ Government Inaction / Mistrust 

 ▲ Individual Responsibility 

 ▲ Impacts on extractive industry

 ▲ Not Sure Change Is Possible / Doubts About Renewable Energy

 ▲ This Needs To Be A Global Solution / Other Countries Should Do Better

 ▲ Taxes/affordability 

WRAPPING UP THE SCRIPT: FINAL RATING AND POLICY ASK

FINAL RATING

At the conclusion of the script, canvassers ask those they canvass to rate themselves 
on the same 0-10 scale that they are asked to rate themselves on in the beginning 
of the conversation. The second rating scale serves two purposes: it allows the 
campaign to understand the impact of the conversations and it gives the person 
being canvassed the opportunity to solidify for themselves any shifts they make 
during the conversation. If they become more supportive of the policy proposed in 
the script, reflecting on the tangible shift in ratings numbers from the beginning to 
the end of the conversation can help to make this shift more enduring. 

FROM THE SCRIPT, SECTION 5

 To wrap things up, let’s go back to that scale:

On a 0-10 scale, how much do you support more government action to reduce 
the impacts of climate change on people, where 0 is completely opposed, 10 
is completely in favor, and 5 is somewhere in the middle? Why is that the right 
number for you now?
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Guidance: After asking the scale question, it is important for canvassers to ask the 
question: “why is that the right number for you now?” They need to be given the 
chance to put into words, more for their own benefit than for yours, how and why 
their perspective changed.

POLICY ASK

At this point in the conversation, people are ready for a tangible policy solution. 
Climate change is complex and there isn’t one solution that will solve the problem. 
But there are many solutions individuals can be part of that focus on systems 
change through collective action. They are part of the web of avoiding the worst 
impacts of the climate crisis.

Canvassers can give people the policy solution they are building support for through 
the deep canvass and ask people to take a supportive action for that solution. For 
some campaigns, the conversation itself is the action and the resulting perspective 
shifts are the goal in themselves. Other campaigns will want their conversation to 
result in people taking a specific action, which could happen during the call itself or 
be tied to a future vote on a candidate or issue. In our campaign, we asked people 
to add their name in support of a local government policy. The script is adaptable 
and capable of incorporating diverse needs in this regard. The important thing to 
remember is that your ask must come at the end of the script. Because of the nature 
of deep canvassing and the length, depth, and vulnerability of these conversations, 
it is natural for canvassers to want to skip to this step if they get uncomfortable with 
other aspects of the conversation. It is important to emphasize with canvassers 
that it is only by working through the entire script that action taking in this section 
becomes more probable. 

FROM THE SCRIPT, SECTION 6

One thing we can do right now and here in our community is let the City 
of Trail know that we support them taking more action to protect people 
from the impacts of climate change. Will you add your name in support of 
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the City taking a step against pollution and climate change by committing 
to transition to 100% renewable energy? Over 15,000 people, 120 businesses, 
and 12 other communities have already committed to this goal to make their 
communities healthier and safer. Will you add your name?

[If they want more details: Residents in 12 other Kootenay local governments, 
like Castlegar, Fruitvale and the Regional District of Central Kootenay, have 
committed to a renewable energy transition and developed the West 
Kootenay 100% Renewable Energy Plan. It outlines steps for governments to 
make homes and buildings more efficient (and retrofit old ones), to manage 
waste, to electrify vehicles and get more people moving around beyond their 
personal vehicles safely and affordably in buses, bikes and walking, and to 
create opportunities to generate more clean power as we need it. It is intended 
to be as affordable and accessible as possible, to protect jobs and families, and 
make sure air and water stay clean. This is happening because over 15,000 
people like you said they support this.]

Thank you for adding your name - your signature shows your city council there 
is support in our community for a healthier, safer, cleaner future.

I really appreciate having this conversation with you, thank you for taking the 
time to talk with me today! 

We learned these lessons over many months in what was an equally grueling, 
fruitful, frustrating, and joyful iteration process. We believe our final script enables 
people to have effective conversations. 
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SCRIPT CHALLENGES, SUCCESSES, KEY LESSONS LEARNT

CLARITY ABOUT WHAT YOU’RE TRYING TO ACCOMPLISH IS CRUCIAL

 | Understanding among yourselves what your ultimate goals are will make your script 
more straightforward and enable you to evaluate your progress toward your goals.

 | Early in our process, we thought the goal of our script had to match our larger 
campaign goal of increasing and gathering support for a government-led transition 
to renewable energy. But when we began having conversations about this with 
people in a town reliant on a heavy metal smelter, we learned that our script left 
both us and the people we canvassed with a missing understanding about why we 
were advocating for this transition. We could not expect their support for solving a 
problem that we only presumed they shared our same urgency about.

 | We began having more productive, persuasive conversations when we identified 
our true goal:

 ▲ To increase support for more government action to address climate change 
because climate change is a serious problem that governments need to 
solve, and as their constituents, we need to make them solve it because we 
can’t do it alone

IN CLIMATE CHANGE CONVERSATION, IT’S BETTER TO HONOR IDENTITY THAN 
TRY TO CHANGE IT

 | People who are conflicted about climate change will have many concerns about 
how to address it and the tools we have to address it (for example, they may distrust 
the government). 

 | We learned that we did not need to tell people that their concerns about government 
action aren’t valid or change them from people who distrust the government into 
people who trust the government. 

 | We began to honor their identity and hold space for their concerns. When we act  
more like allies to the people we canvass, by listening to and exploring their concerns, 
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and admitting to our own, we can more successfully make our case for walking 
toward progress and solutions together. When canvassers share the same concerns 
with those they canvass, about the effectiveness and trustworthiness of government 
(or any other concerns), it is okay to acknowledge this. Rather than weakening our 
proposed solutions, as might be feared, acknowledging the shortcomings and 
imperfections of our proposals is trust-building, as it helps us build common ground 
with those we canvass. It also makes us better advocates for our proposals because 
people are more likely to listen openly to us if they feel we are being honest and 
telling the truth.

SHAME IS NOT A PRODUCTIVE EMOTION IN CLIMATE CHANGE PERSUASION

 | If people feel like we are there to tell them about their shortcomings in caring for 
the planet or to malign the industries they’ve relied upon, they will be defensive and 
closed off.

 | Before we began acknowledging the climate progress they have made, they 
suspected we were the same as other people (and other environmentalists) who 
judge them and their town for the pollution caused by their smelter and that we’d 
come to tell them how to fix what they’d done wrong.

 | By celebrating their progress, we took shame out of the equation. Then, folks could 
connect to climate change not as an extension of a problem they’d helped to cause, 
but as a problem facing all of us that we need to work together to solve.

SUCCESSFUL CLIMATE CHANGE PERSUASION REQUIRES US TO UNDERSTAND 
AND RESPECT OTHER PEOPLE’S PERSPECTIVES

 | The pollution from the smelting operation in the town we canvassed used to be so 
bad that no trees grew on the hillside where today they grow abundantly. 

 | For some the idea of calling pollution and toxics cleanup from an industry operation 
a success, felt hard. For some, it felt like this never should have happened in the first 
place. When we recognized the local truth that folks were grateful for and proud of the 
progress made, and stopped trying to deny, dispute, or criticize, people responded 
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very differently. They could stop being defensive and give their attention to proposals 
for more progress, since their progress to this point was not being overlooked. 

TALK TO THE PEOPLE YOU THINK YOU CAN’T ABOUT THE THINGS YOU THINK 
YOU’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO

 | Many campaigns have ideas about who is persuadable, who is worthwhile to target 
and spend time on. It is important to remember that this calculus can be different 
in deep canvassing because its powers of persuasion are designed to bring in more 
people than traditional organizing methods can. If we rely too heavily on the markers 
we consciously and unconsciously use to predict the most likely sectors of support 
for an issue, like political party, geography (urban vs rural), socio-economic standing, 
industry/employment, and education, we will not reach, build community with, or 
persuade as many people as it is possible to with deep canvassing. At every step, 
from the decision about who to target, to when canvassers step the doors or make 
the phone calls, through to the end of the end of conversations, it is critical that 
deep canvass practitioners continually check their own biases. If we are going to 
grow our movements and win support for our issues, we need to open ourselves to 
more people in more places than our typical thinking says it would be productive to. 

 | We also learned that talking about climate change directly made our conversations 
clearer, simpler, and more impactful. You can talk about difficult, controversial topics by 
approaching people with the empathy, care, and curiosity inherent in deep canvassing. 
In fact, if you want to accomplish the persuasion this tactic makes possible, you have 
to. You have to talk about the hard thing, allow people to process their feelings about it, 
and exchange stories that help canvassee and canvasser alike gain new perspectives. 

 | At first, we avoided mentioning climate change in our conversations. We worried 
that people living in a town with a heavy metal smelter would be turned off at its 
mention or that we’d disagree too much to speak productively about it. Instead, we 
tried talking about pollution and waste because we knew a broad segment of the 
population thinks they are problems in need of solutions. We tried to leverage our 
agreement to gain support for a solution (renewable energy) that is actually a solution 
to a different problem (climate change). These conversations were less effective.
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YOUR PERSONAL CLIMATE STAKES STORY IS HARD AND YOU NEED TO      
SHARE IT FIRST

 | Building your personal climate stake story that meets the required elements:

 ▲ Tangible, observable climate impact you have experienced;

 ▲ Details about what something was like before and what it was like after, 
due to climate change impacts;

 ▲ Emotional to tell: stories about how people (you and/or those you care 
about) are impacted and how those impacts make you feel; and

 ▲ Name and resolve your own cognitive dissonance.

 | It’s hard to find an authentic story that hits all the elements for many of us, who 
have the privilege of being shielded from many of the worst impacts. Keep digging 
and coach your team to go deep and iterate their own stories.

 | Share your personal story first, so the person you are canvassing gets an example 
of what you are then asking them to do.

IN EVEN THE MOST PRODUCTIVE CONVERSATIONS, PEOPLE MAY DISPUTE      
OR DISMISS YOUR EXPERIENCE WITH CLIMATE CHANGE

 | Sometimes when our canvassers share their stories, the person they’re talking to 
quickly minimizes their experience or denies that the problem they identified is tied 
to climate change. This happens a lot with wildfires.

 | If we do not insist on the validity of our experience and simply follow up with 
questions about what impacts they’ve seen, their lite combativeness can actually 
help them examine their own experience (no, that’s not it, but here, let me tell you 
what I’ve seen that is). 

 | Lean into emphasizing in the beginning of the conversation that their neighbours 
are telling you that they are already feeling the impacts of climate change. This helps 
give them social permission to acknowledge their experience with climate change.
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YOU CAN SWAP DIFFERENT POLICY QUESTIONS INTO OUR SCRIPT FORMAT

 | We have created a script that is the most effective deep canvass script for increasing 
support for government action on climate change.

 | Our script enabled us to garner support for a city council resolution to transition to 
renewable energy. We feel confident that it will help to increase support for whatever 
government action against climate change that your campaign hopes to enact with 
some adaptations.

Component 2 of running a successful program: Developing 
a volunteer canvasser training program & materials

Organizing deep canvass programs 
and training staff and volunteers to be 
deep canvassers takes more time, more 
training, and often more patience than 
typical organizing or canvassing programs 
do. Deep canvassing is a persuasive tool 
that supports deeper, lasting movement 
building which takes more time than 
the faster outcomes and wins associated 
with traditional canvassing. It is important 
to stay well-organized and to have the 
tools you need to support your team and 
to retain volunteer canvassers through 
offering trainings to build their leadership. 

Key Takeaways

 | Deep canvassing is a pratice and requires ongoing skill development. Team leaders 
need to be organized and build and distribute leadership responsibilities in a way 
that supports the collective and continual learning process of team members. 
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 | Having the best materials to run trainings, explain the components of deep 
canvassing and the campaign context, and help canvassers understand the materials 
they will use are required for success. 

 | Start with our materials in the Toolkit and adapt them to suit your context.

 | The amount of content in new volunteer canvasser trainings can be overwhelming 
for some; incorporating hands-on learning opportunities helps to break this up. 
Allowing new canvassers to roleplay various sections of the script and shadow 
experienced canvassers are valuable training activities for volunteer canvasser skill 
development and retention.

 | Always be evaluating and iterating – trainings can continue to be improved with 
new learnings

 

SCRIPTS

Scripts are useful for making sure your team can be effective in using the best tested 
language to reach the intended audience. We have different scripts for different 
purposes including:

 ▲ Door & phone canvassing

 ▲ Volunteer canvasser recruitment

 ▲ Volunteer canvasser confirmation

 ▲ Volunteer canvasser debriefs

Common Concerns Explainer

An important part of deep canvass conversations is the section on addressing 
concerns at the end of the script; canvassers use pre-written questions and talking 
points to help the canvassee further process their remaining concerns. We found 
it helpful to give volunteer canvassers the chance to familiarize themselves with 
the most common concerns they may hear from people before they start having 
conversations so they can feel better prepared to engage and respond.
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Policy Explainer & Deep Canvass Guide 

Not everyone will show up to a deep canvass with a full understanding of policy 
details on your issue. Having a guide that canvassers can have access to and review 
at least 24 hours before their shift will help give them their policy foundation and 
time to work through their personal climate stakes story building worksheet.  
 
Foundations of Deep Canvassing Training
This training should teach the basic skills of deep canvassing and using slides is 
helpful. Be sure to include time for volunteer canvassers to practice using the script, 
provide an example of a deep canvassing conversation (can be a recording of a real 
conversation or a mock conversation), and demonstrate effective storytelling.

 | In-person training: Approximately 6 hours 

 ▲ Welcome, introductions, radical hospitality: 1 hour

 ▲ New & experienced canvassers training, materials & food: 2-2.5 hours 

 ▲ Door canvassing: 2.5 hours (including travel time) 

 ▲ Return & debrief: 45min

 | Online training: 3 hours

 ▲ New & experienced canvassers training skills & materials: 1-1.5 hours 

 ▲ Phone canvassing: 1-1.5 hours 

 ▲ Debrief: 30min 

 Specialized Skill Building Trainings

Like most things, deep canvassing is made of different skills that when you practice 
and refine them, you become more effective and enjoy it even more. Providing 
ongoing workshops that focus on the different skills that make canvassers successful, 
will support canvassers to increase their effectiveness and keep them coming back. 
Workshops we offered include:

 | Storytelling for climate action
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 ▲ Expected outcomes: Canvassers understand the role of storytelling in deep 
canvassing, can identify the key elements of an effective story, and have 
written and practiced sharing at least one strong climate stakes story that 
demonstrates vulnerability and focuses on lived experience and emotion. 

 | Compassionate listening and curiosity for climate action

 ▲ Expected outcomes: Canvassers understand the role of active listening 
and curiosity in deep canvassing. Canvassers know how to identify a ‘hint’ 
of a story while in conversation with voters and have the tools to elicit 
emotional stories by digging into those ‘hints’. Canvassers are familiar with 
and able to apply key deep canvassing tools such as the cone of curiosity 
and AAR (Affirm, Answer, Redirect). 

 | Experienced canvasser training

 ▲ Expected outcomes: Canvassers understand how to engage in coaching 
with their canvassing partner, how to build rapport with residents, how to 
use gentle assertiveness to guide the conversation, and become familiar 
with other logistics such as mapping for door to door canvassing.  

Component 3 of running a successful program:  
Build a canvass team with a culture that supports  
and heals canvassers 

Photo credit: Anna Dulisse
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Like our iteration process for script development, we tested, adjusted, tested some 
more, on repeat to develop our volunteer canvasser training program and team 
culture. Our canvasser training program continued using a phone/door hybrid 
approach and found this was the most effective process for meeting people where 
they needed to be met, and reaching our campaign goals.

Benefits of hybrid door/phone program:

 ▲ Gives location, comfort, and COVID-19 flexibility 

 ▲ 70% of the time volunteer canvassers called phones, 30% of the time 
volunteer canvassers knocked on doors

 ▲ Pairing new canvassers with experienced canvassers online or in person 
for coaching & support 

Recruitment

You can run a deep canvassing program with only paid canvassers. While there 
are benefits to this, there are also drawbacks. For our campaign, it was important 
to involve local volunteer canvassers who were living in the community we were 
deep canvassing in, Trail, to have credibility, build community leadership capacity so 
implementation of the policy goal becomes more likely over the long term, and to 
test what a volunteer-based deep canvassing program would look like and achieve in 
a small heavy-industry company town.

Our volunteer program goal was to build a team of at least 40 volunteer canvassers 
and to build leadership in the community by escalating committed volunteer 
canvassers into leadership roles. 

Volunteer recruitment became possible after we had finalized our script and 
developed all of our volunteer canvasser program training materials. Thinking 
of volunteer recruitment as an iteration process is useful for experimenting and 
applying learnings to improve. You can begin with list building, then test which 
recruitment tactics are effective and learn why. 
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Key Takeaways

 | Employ the FAB (friend, activist, banker) engagement model in all recruitment 
conversations. Establishing a connection and spending time in the friend piece is 
the most important part. 

 | Make use of your team’s personal and professional networks and build on 
existing relationships.

 | Focus recruitment efforts on hot leads (people who have engaged with the 
organization in the last 72 hours), meeting people where they are at in both digital 
and online spaces, and schedule 1:1 volunteer canvasser prospect meetings ASAP.  

 | Being creative and diverse with your recruitment strategy is KEY to meeting people 
where they are at.

 | It is essential to effectively track volunteer canvasser data to know your most effective 
recruitment tactics, and how to effectively engage with the canvassing team.

 | If possible, schedule brief recruitment check-ins daily to stay on top of hot leads.

 | Offer low-barrier opportunities for engagement (i.e deep canvassing skills trainings, 
role of being a videographer).

 | Create urgency with volunteer canvassers to increase likelihood of commitment

 | Activist urgency: Adjust script urgency according to what is currently urgent, ie. last 
week’s wildfire… this month’s flooding… 

 | Banking urgency: we need xx conversations by xx date. 

What didn’t work

At the start of the launch of our volunteer canvassing program, we struggled to 
recruit canvassers through traditional list building & recruitment methods such 
as cold calling members and past volunteers, as well as how to track volunteer 
canvasser engagement effectively. While we were able to recruit this way, we found 
it to be less effective than we hoped; it was time intensive and a majority of these 
volunteers and members had not been engaged since pre-pandemic making 
recruitment difficult. List building through collecting signatures and hosting weekly 
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phone banks to recruit petition signers was also unsuccessful. We learned that we 
would not be able to build a large enough volunteer canvasser team by relying on 
our existing lists and doing traditional list building alone.

What did work 

Mid-way through our volunteer canvasser program, our organizing team attended 
a workshop on “online-to-offline” organizing organized by the Climate Advocacy 
Lab. This training highlighted the power of blended organizing (combining digital 
and in-person organizing) and the importance of contextualizing recruitment and 
escalation tactics within the supporter’s journey. 

O2O Strategy Organizing Pathway taken from an Online to Offline Organizing training with the 

Climate Advocacy Lab

Inspired by this training, we shifted our recruitment strategy to “meet people 
where they are at” which included increasing our use of social media and other 
digital spaces as well as resuming in-person pitches. A volunteer pitch is a short 
presentation made to any group that you have identified as a potential volunteer 
canvasser base; high school, college, and university classrooms, community and 
neighbourhood groups, and non-profit organizations with a similar or shared vision 

https://o2ostrategy.org
https://climateadvocacylab.org
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make for great pitch audiences. We define soft pitches as a less formal pitch in a 
more 1-on-1 setting with a volunteer canvasser prospect, supporter or donor. An 
online and offline recruitment strategy of “meeting people where they are at” is a 
particularly effective recruitment strategy in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic 
as some people continue to limit their social contacts while others are more easily 
reached in in-person spaces. 

Recruitment tips and creativity 

RECRUITING FROM EXISTING SUPPORTER LISTS:

 | Follow the Friend, Activist, Banker (FAB) model (see below)

 | Be persistent: if they are hesitant, thoughtfully push back and follow up often

 | Make use of personal relationships; consider who the person is, their previous 
involvement with your organization, and be intentional about who you choose to 
do the recruiting (i.e if someone on your team has a stronger relationship with the 
supporter, get them to make the ask)

 | Schedule 1-on-1 meeting ASAP after first contact

SOCIAL MEDIA:

 | Follow up in direct messages ASAP (day of) with anyone who likes, comments, or 
otherwise engages with a post about deep canvassing or the policy issue 

 | Use personal accounts for direct messaging

 | Spend time building report and use public narrative (story of self, us, now)

 | Follow the FAB model  

 | Keep up on the conversations, not leaving too long (i.e. days) between messages

 | Schedule 1-on-1 meeting ASAP after first contact
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DATING APPS:

 | Be clear in profile about intentions

 | Spend time building rapport and use public narrative (story of self, us, now)

 | Follow the FAB model 

 | Keep up on the conversations, not leaving too long (i.e. days) between messages

 | Schedule 1-on-1 meeting ASAP after first contact

IN-PERSON PITCHES:

 | Tell engaging story(ies) using public narrative (story of self, us, now)

 | Include a hard ask (i.e raise your hand if you can join us for a phone bank next 
Wednesday at 5pm) at the end of your pitch

 | Sign-up handraisers on-site 

 | Follow up with hand raisers within 3 days 

Recruitment engagement model: Friend, Activist, Banker (FAB) 

We have found the FAB model to be the most effective tool for recruiting volunteer 
canvassers. Using this model requires you to take on three roles in a single 
conversation; the Friend, the Activist, and the Banker. 

As the friend, your goal is to lift up the prospective volunteer canvvaser’s personal 
stake in climate change. You can achieve this by sharing your own story, being 
curious, and asking questions. Don’t rush, this is the most important part.

As the activist, your goal is to move them to action by communicating urgency. 
Describe what is at stake (the dream and the nightmare) and demonstrate why 
taking action can’t wait.
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As the banker, you want to make a strong and direct ask. Avoid passive language 
(maybe you could join…) and be prepared to push back if necessary. For example, ask: 
Will you join our next canvass on Friday at 12pm? If they aren’t available, ask them to 
join at a later date, but be specific. 

We also found success in offering “low-barrier” opportunities for supporter 
engagement as a way to bring in potential volunteers. We did this by offering a 
2-part skill building & training series on storytelling and compassionate curiosity, two 
skills that are central to deep canvassing. This was a great way to re-engage people 
in our existing networks who were hesitant to jump right into deep canvassing. 

Retention and Escalation 

Key practices that transformed our 
volunteer canvasser retention and 
escalation strategies included thorough 
debriefs, storytelling and skill building 
trainings, building community, and 
practicing community care.  

KEY TAKEAWAYS

 | Retaining and escalating volunteer canvassers is labour intensive, but worth it to 
continue building campaign and leadership capacity, and reaching conversation 
goals. Prioritize retention work or you risk wasting recruitment efforts and risk not 
reaching conversation goals.

 | Building a sense of community within your team of volunteer canvassers is key for 
retention. When canvassers feel connected to us and to each other, they are more 
likely to come back. Meaningful check-in and debrief spaces, roleplay activities, 
canvassing in pairs, and creating opportunities to gather outside of volunteer 
canvassing hours are all ways to build community within your team. 
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 | Encourage calling, door knocking and group roleplay activities in pairs; pair new 
canvassers with experienced volunteer canvassers or staff

 | Create a welcoming space by training all staff and experienced volunteer canvassers 
in radical hospitality 

 | Practice vulnerability through storytelling and encourage volunteer canvassers to 
do the same

 | Create a digital space for connecting outside of volunteer canvassing hours 

 | Post results and team pictures after every canvass 

 | Take staff and volunteer canvassers out for dinner, drinks, or a group activity 

 | Side by side coaching, follow up debrief calls, and a deep canvass debrief that 
includes processing hard things and celebrating emotional connections/movements 
are essential retention tactics.

 | Ongoing relationship building is at the heart of volunteer retention.

 | Create individualized retention and volunteer canvasser leadership escalation plans 
and tracking systems for your canvassing team.

Debriefing

One of the most important lessons that we learned throughout this process 
was that setting aside at least 30 minutes for a group debrief at the end of each 
canvass is key to retaining volunteer canvassers. This debrief should consist of two 
parts; processing hard things and celebrating accomplishments. The first part, 
processing hard things, is a space for canvassers to share difficult, frustrating, or 
painful things they may have experienced during the canvass. As a facilitator, it is 
important not to point out the “silver lining” when people share about a challenging 
experience; simply thank them for sharing and hold space for them to process. The 
second part of the debrief, where you celebrate your team’s achievements, serves to 
highlight the power of deep canvassing and the power of the volunteer canvasser’s 
experience. In this space, ask canvassers to share the stories behind their emotional 
connections and persuasions. As the facilitator, your job is to celebrate the canvassers 
and dig into the deep canvassing tactics they used. 
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Storytelling 

Storytelling is your most important tool for volunteer canvasser retention. When we 
share stories, we are demonstrating vulnerability, building connection and solidarity, 
and highlighting our own personal stake in the work of deep canvassing. As leaders 
in this work, we want to fill up our “story bags”. Your story bag is a collection of stories 
that you have prepared and can use at any time depending on your audience. Your 
story bag should include climate stakes stories, grounding stories, and recommit 
stories. Emotions, feelings, and lived experiences should be at the heart of all of 
your stories.

 | Personal climate stakes story

 ▲ This is the story that you share in deep canvassing conversations and 
in recruitment conversations, as well as in roleplay training activities to 
demonstrate an impact story during trainings 

 ▲ It should communicate your personal stake in climate change and include 
real, tangible changes you have witnessed

 ▲ It should highlight how this experience made you feel and why it is 
important to you

 ▲ Goal: to show how you have personally been impacted by climate change 
and how it made you feel

 | Grounding story 

 ▲ This is the story that you share at the beginning of a canvass and in 
recruitment conversations 

 ▲ It should communicate why you believe in the power of deep canvassing / 
importance of policy issue

 ▲ It should highlight shared identity, values, purpose, and/or impact of the 
work you are doing 

 ▲ Goal: to demonstrate vulnerability and to show volunteer canvassers why 
the work of deep canvassing is meaningful

 | Recommit story 

 ▲ This is the story that you share at the end of a canvass and in escalation 
conversations 
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 ▲ Follow the story with a direct ask

 ▲ It should communicate why the work of deep canvassing / the policy issue 
is so important now

 ▲ It should highlight why you are called to commit to deep canvassing on 
the policy issue

 ▲ Goal: to motivate participants to commit to returning 

NATASHA’S GROUNDING STORY: 

“I grew up with a sister with neuro diverse challenges. Kelsey was bullied throughout 
school and always felt different. I didn’t really understand how she felt, and probably 
wasn’t the most supportive sister throughout our youth, until I had an experience 
in grade 8 where my closest friends decided they didn’t want to be my friends 
anymore, because they thought I was different. I remember one day going to the 
locker room after gym class and I couldn’t find my favourite red band tee. I ended 
up finding it in the dumpster outside, and I walked home crying. I now felt like I 
understood my sister better, and had more compassion for her experiences. From 
that moment on, and as I went into grade 9, highschool, I decided that any space, 
group or community I was a part of, that it needed to be inclusive of different people 
and perspectives, be non-judgemental, and that I would support in cultivating that 
in any way I could. Today, I am so grateful that deep canvassing exists because I think 
in order for climate solutions to work, we need to include and uplift the voices of 
people from all walks of life. I am so motivated to be a part of this team here with you 
all today where we are building a more populist climate movement one meaningful 
conversation at a time together.” 

MAYA’S RECOMMIT STORY: 

“The Kootenays have always been my safe place. When I moved back to the Slocan 
Valley last year, I was so excited to be back in the region, to enjoy the river, the 
mountains, and the clean air after 5 years of living in the city. Only two months after I 
moved home, a forest fire started across the valley from my house. The Trozzo Creek 
fire spread for over a month and grew to over 6000 hectares in size. Suddenly, my 
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safe place became unsafe. The air was making my family sick, 
and instead of swimming in the river and hiking in the 
mountains we spent the summer in a state of fear while 
we prepared for evacuation. This experience broke my 
heart and made the issue of climate change very real to 
me. I continue to show up to these phone banks every 
week because I believe this work is necessary to show 
the government that our community supports them 
taking bold action on climate change now, because we all 
deserve a safe place to live.”

Leadership & Skill Building 

To retain volunteers in the long-term and grow your deep canvassing volunteer 
program, it is important to offer experienced canvassers an opportunity to improve 
their deep canvassing skills and grow their leadership capacity. Offering side by 
side coaching and group training sessions are effective ways to do this. These 
opportunities should be offered to volunteer canvassers who have shown up for 
3+ canvases.

SIDE-BY-SIDE COACHING 

Side by side coaching is one of the most effective ways to retain volunteer canvassers. 
Its purpose is to celebrate the volunteer canvassers’ vulnerability and commitment 
to deep canvassing, and to create a space to grow skills together. Side by side 
coaching can be offered live while a volunteer is having a conversation with a voter, 
or outside of canvassing times with an audio or video recording of deep canvassing 
conversation that your volunteer canvasser previously had. As a coach, your job is 
to guide the volunteer canvasser through a self-reflection process, not to criticize or 
judge. You can provide feedback to the canvasser, but focus on supporting them 
with their learning and improving their confidence and deep canvassing skills. 
Celebrate their commitment to improving their skills, and treat this as a leadership 
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development opportunity. While side by side coaching is effective, it is also time 
intensive. 

SKILL BUILDING 

Skill building opportunities can be offered to individuals who identified specific skills 
to work on through their side-by-side coaching sessions or to your group of 
experienced canvassers as a whole. These trainings can be hosted outside of regular 
canvass shifts or, if you have the capacity to run multiple trainings at once, they can 
be done at the same time as your new canvasser training. These trainings can cover 
specific leadership skills or any one (or more) of the deep canvassing order of skills. 
Specific trainings that our team has offered include Storytelling 101, Compassionate 
Curiosity & Assertiveness, Storytelling 201, and a general experienced canvasser 
training that covers coaching, how to build rapport with voters, using gentle 
assertiveness to guide the conversation, and other materials. Treat these as 
opportunities to develop leadership; follow up with volunteer canvassers who have 
completed a skill building training and ask them to take on a leadership role at 
 their next canvass. 
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LEADERSHIP TESTS 

Experienced volunteer canvassers with leadership potential, also known as 
leadership prospects, can be escalated through leadership “tests.” The purpose of 
a leadership test is both to gauge capacity to lead and to give volunteer canvassers 
the opportunity to find a leadership role that aligns with their strengths and goals. 
Someone can complete multiple leadership tests. Volunteer canvassers should be 
debriefed after each test and, if it is the right fit, encouraged to take on the role 
going forward. 

LEADERSHIP TEST EXAMPLES: 

 ▲ Leading introduction or debrief space during canvasses

 ▲ Assisting with data entry 

 ▲ Sharing grounding or recommit stories during canvasses

 ▲ Assisting with confirmation calls

 ▲ Helping a new canvasser though roleplaying or canvassing in pairs

 ▲ Contributing to digital team space (i.e posting canvass results)

 ▲ Volunteer coaching 

VOLUNTEER COACHING 

This differs from side-by-side coaching, where volunteer coaching is when volunteer 
canvassers are paired together to canvass either in a breakout room online, or in 
partner in person. Experienced canvasser trainings on volunteer coaching guide an 
experienced canvasser how to coach their canvassing partner right after they have 
had a call or a door conversation. Coaching is about listening, asking questions, 
exploring challenges and successes, and empowering your partner. 

COACHING SKILLS FOR VOLUNTEER CANVASSERS INCLUDE: 

 ▲ How did that go?

 ▲ How do you feel?
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 ▲ What worked in this conversation?

 ▲ Anything you would do differently?

Prioritizing community care/wellness programming

As we built deeper relationships with our volunteer canvassers, we began to notice 
the emotional toll that this work can have on people. We learned that while deep 
canvassing is incredibly meaningful, it can also be challenging and emotionally 
draining for some. Frustration, rejection, and climate grief are common experiences 
among both staff and volunteer canvassers. If practices of self- and community 
care are not integrated into volunteer management processes, you risk burning 
out and potentially causing harm to members of your deep canvassing team. Self 
identified women, BIPOC, members of the LGBTQIA2S+ community, immigrants, 
and people from other marginalized communities can face challenging interactions 
on the phones and while door-knocking at a disproportionate rate. In addition to 
utilizing the retention tools in this section and below, staff and core team (volunteer 
canvasser leaders and staff) should be trained in anti-oppression, inclusion, and 
conflict management to ensure that all canvassers are adequately supported.

Through the process of iterating our volunteer canvasser retention tactics, we 
learned that it is important to check-in and debrief with each volunteer canvasser 
privately before and after every canvass to give volunteer canvassers an opportunity 
to share their hopes and fears as well as to process challenging experiences that they 
may not have felt comfortable sharing in a group setting. It has been an effective tool 
for our core team to engage in debrief calls 24-48hrs after the canvass to follow up 
with volunteer canvassers. 

It is also important to emphasize the importance of taking breaks during canvassing 
sessions and give volunteer canvassers tools for community care to use during these 
breaks if needed, such as meditations, body scans, or journaling. We learned that 
practicing these tools as a group may also be helpful, as some volunteer canvassers 
may be reluctant to take breaks on their own. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ox9kafqqJNAUNm3IV-CaNakwjYPEg-0Ahgd4X6E0gaI/edit?usp=sharing


82

As our volunteer canvassing group grew, we found it helpful to train experienced 
volunteer canvassers in coaching and debriefing so that volunteer canvassers are 
able to support each other between conversations when canvassing in pairs. It is 
important to be mindful about pairings; consider pairing new and/or vulnerable 
volunteer canvassers with a staff member or volunteer canvasser who is able to offer 
extra support if needed. 

PRACTICING RADICAL HOSPITALITY 

Part of our volunteer retention strategy included creating a culture of radical 
hospitality. Practicing radical hospitality means all staff and volunteer canvassers 
putting exceptional effort into making a space feel welcoming, accessible, inclusive, 
safe, and FUN to all participants. Removing barriers to participation by gently 
digging into accessibility and needs is central to radical hospitality. 

WELCOMING 

 ▲ For each event, assign a welcome team to take the lead on welcoming 
participants at the door, offering food and refreshments, and starting 
conversations with people who are sitting/standing alone. All participants 
should be personally welcomed into the space with a high-energy verbal 
greeting upon arrival.

 ▲ For an online event, assign a welcome lead to welcome each person by 
name with enthusiasm and excitement when they enter the online space. 
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ACCESSIBILITY 

 ▲ When recruiting new volunteer canvassers, have a conversation about 
accessibility needs and be as accommodating as possible (cover your 
bases; sensory, mobility, diet, language, vision, hearing)

 ▲ Include a scale question during group introductions: “on a scale of 0-10, 
how are you feeling about canvassing today?”. Offer extra support to those 
who place themselves low on the scale.

 ▲ Offer one-on-one tech support to those for whom technology is a barrier 

 ▲ Offer transportation support (carpooling, mileage reimbursement, support 
with navigating public transportation)

 ▲ Offer childcare support through organizing a volunteer team to care for 
children while caregivers are out canvassing (most successful through 
personal relationships, and must engage in criminal record check) 

 ▲ Offer food and drinks throughout the day including at the beginning, at 
lunch, snacks to take out during the canvass, and near the end

 ▲ Cater to allergies and dietary restrictions 

 ▲ Consider the needs of volunteer canvassers with mobility restrictions when 
choosing a training space and canvassing route 

INCLUSIVITY 

 ▲ Use name and pronoun tags and/or encourage volunteers to share their 
pronouns during introductions

 ▲ Acknowledge differing levels of comfort; deep canvassing requires many 
volunteer canvassers to step out of their comfort zone. Emphasize that 
this is a shared experience and encourage canvassers to communicate 
their boundaries

 ▲ Lead with an awareness that not all volunteer canvassers will receive the 
same treatment on the phone and at the doors; see section on prioritizing 
self- and community care 
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FUN!

 ▲ Play music during breaks and periods of silence 

 ▲ Integrate a variety of activities into the agenda (ice-breakers, role playing)

 ▲ Keep energy levels high (encourage cheering, clapping, snacking, 
dance breaks)

Tracking Impact 
Data quality and data management play a very important role in deep canvassing. 
In the US, many organizations can acquire voter lists through the Voter Activation 
Network, or VAN. VAN’s functions and features make organizing data and making 
targeted lists relatively simple. In Canada, the lack of public voter lists means it is 
difficult to use a  data management system like the VAN. It became essential to 
create our own rigorous systems with spreadsheet automation. Creating your own 
systems for conversation and volunteer tracking are necessary to segment lists, track 
progress, and organize volunteer canvassers.  

Because deep canvassing is a persuasive tool best used on those conflicted on the 
policy issue at hand, targeting your data allows you to maximize your time by talking 
with the most persuadable people in your universe. Tracking the results of your voter 
contact helps you improve and maintain the quality of your data and track your 
campaign’s progress.

Key Takeaways

 | Successful deep canvassing programs depend on high quality data and effective 
data management. You need systems that support your data needs so that you can 
target conflicted people, maintain up-to-date voter lists and contact information, 
track your persuasion and progress to overall campaign goals, and maximize 
volunteer canvasser contribution and safety.

 | Whether or not these systems exist for your use or must be created will vary 
depending on your location and organization’s resources. Find out what you have 



85

access to, create whatever you don’t, and ensure that you get the most out of what 
your data can provide.

 | Stay on top of data! Breaking up data work through the week keeps it manageable.

 | It pays in saved time to have someone quality check tally sheets before they go into 
the data system. Have a volunteer lead or staff member do quality control for all tally 
sheets at the end of each canvass, even tally sheets from experienced canvassers.

 | Recording and reviewing conversations is a great way for canvassers to reflect, 
learn, and improve their skills and is essential to the script iteration process

Targeting
Data acquisition

 | In Canada, we were given call lists and address rolls from coalition partners, old 
phone books and contact list companies such as Data Axle. When we acquired the 
data, we needed to then compare it to our organization’s current supporter list, so we 
didn’t have deep canvassing conversations with folks who were already in support 
of a clean energy transition. We learned that our phone banking list was limited. In 
Canada you need a telemarketing license to acquire cell phone number data, so we 
only had access to home phones. We phone banked and knocked on doors to reach 
more of our community and needed to continuously clean our data to ensure we 
didn’t knock on the doors of folks whose support we secured over the phone, and 
vice versa. To aid in data cleaning, we trained our organizers and volunteer canvassers 
to talk to whoever picked up the phone or answered the door, and do their best to 
get the name and correct contact information for them (phone, address, email).

 | In the US, voter lists are public and available for purchase at the local and state 
level. If your organization is a member of a State Table, or in partnership with an 
organization that is, you likely have access to the VAN. The VAN grants you access to 
the voter registration information for everyone in your state, and has the software to 
clean data, create call lists for phone banks, and cut turf for door canvassing.
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Figuring out who to talk to

 | In our deep canvass, we lacked the data to know exactly who in Trail was conflicted and 
at which address or phone number we could find them. Through our conversations, 
we were trying to find (and create) as many supporters as possible, and learn as much 
as we could about the people in a town where relatively little environmental and 
social organizing had been done. So, without discrimination, we called every phone 
number we had and knocked every door we could. In this community, this approach 
was useful as the vast majority of people were conflicted. For most other community 
archetypes we assume targeting is important for feasibility and scalability. 

 | In the US, thanks to a partnership with Catalist, the VAN enables you to filter data 
based on numerous criteria including party identification and environmental rating. 
This enables you to contact only the voters most likely to be conflicted or the voters 
you know you need to convince to win your campaign.

 | In Canada, you will have to be more creative.

A note about targeting

 | Deep canvassing has changed our understanding of who is persuadable and who 
isn’t. A group in Florida working in support of a trans non-discrimination initiative 
compared the results of a standard poll about who in their area was persuadable 
against the persuasion results of the deep canvass. The data didn’t match. The deep 
canvassers persuaded people who polling identified as unproductive to target.

 | As you build your persuadable universe and make decisions about whose numbers 
to dial and whose doors to knock, keep an open mind and remember that deep 
canvassing enables you to make a statistically significant persuasive impact on those 
whom you might not expect to be able to. 

Tracking

Deep canvassing creates a lot of data and it will serve your campaign very well to 
keep close track of it. Data management is time consuming and requires strict 
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attention to detail. But it will enable you to have quality data that accurately reflects 
your achievements, tracks your progress, and helps provide critical learnings.

SYSTEM: Door and Phone Tally Sheets For Canvasser Use

Keeping track of your canvass results is critically important. It’s how you track every 
qualitative data point you need to evaluate your progress, calculate and report 
your results, and identify strengths among your canvassers as well as areas that 
need attention.

Our data manager created a digital version of tally sheets through Google Sheets. 
We recommend a system like this so canvassers can enter their own canvass results. 
This way, your data is in one place at the end of shifts.

The data we found useful to track on tally sheets is:

 | Time spent on doors/phones
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 ▲ This is not shift length, but the actual time spent making calls or knocking 
on doors

 | Refusals

 ▲ Tracking refusals can help you identify which of your canvassers need more 
practice with assertiveness

 ▲ You will also need this information in creating turf maps for an 
in-person canvass

 | Full conversations

 ▲ Made it through the entire script

 | Partial conversations

 ▲ Made it through the first rating but did not get through the entire script

 | First and final ratings

 ▲ Our tally sheets have 2 sets of 10 boxes where canvassers can keep track 
of how many of each rating they got during their conversations (ex. if they 
spoke with two people whose first ratings were 6 and final ratings were 
9, they would mark “2” in the boxes marked “Initial Rating 6” and “Final 
Rating 9.”)

 | Movement

 ▲ Our tally sheets track movement from one level of support to another. 
We call these support levels “buckets” and they are Unsupportive (0-3), 
Undecided (4-6), and Supportive (7-10). We have three boxes that track 
this movement:

 ▲ 0-3 → 4-6

 ▲ 0-3 → 7-10

 ▲ 4-6 → 7-10

 ▲ We have one additional box that tracks non-bucket movement 
(ex. 4 → 6 movement)

 | Took Action
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 ▲ If you ask people to take any kind of action (ex. sign a petition), track how 
many did 

 | Emotional Connection

 ▲ Deep canvassing can only be effective when the canvasser makes an 
emotional connection with the canvassee. Helpful to track canvasser 
effectiveness and a lovely metric to report. Self-reported by canvassers.

 | Additional space where canvassers can capture voter contact data

 ▲ Updated name(s) of the people found at the phone number or address

 ▲ Phone numbers for the people contacted at the door and street addresses 
for those you call, if interested in collecting that data

 ▲ Email addresses

US organizers: VAN has the capacity to enable your canvassers to capture all of these 
canvass results while using the MiniVAN app (for doors) or the VPB web portal (for 
phones). You may still find it useful to have canvassers fill out tally sheets, as well, so 
you can perform data quality control (by comparing the results in the canvassing 
platform with the results on the tally version) and more easily calculate your canvass 
result totals. You can pull canvass results by hand from the VAN and add them to 
your data totals documents, but leads may find tally sheets easier.
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SYSTEM: Tracking Quantitative Canvass Results

Your data isn’t much use to you if it lives on individual tally sheets, so you need a 
system for combining this data and calculating your comprehensive totals. We 
created digital tally sheets in Google Sheets that track canvass results in monthly 
tally documents. We linked these monthly sheets to a master tracking document 
that calculates comprehensive canvass totals.

By gathering all your data in one place, you can calculate these overall totals:

 | Door knocked/Phone calls made

 | Number of canvassers you’ve had (e.g. if 1 person volunteers 4 times, that counts as 
4 canvassers)

 | Number of canvass shifts (e.g. if volunteer canvassers made calls on Monday, 
Tuesday, and Wednesday, that’s 3 canvass shifts)

 | Hours spent canvassing

 | Conversations (full and partial)

 | How many of each initial and final rating numbers

 ▲ Helps you understand how much of your contacted universe is opposed, 
undecided, and supportive at start of conversation and how much falls 
into these categories at the end of the conversation

 | Number of bucket and non-bucket movers

 | Overall persuasion rate

 | Full and partial conversations per canvasser hour

 ▲ This metric is strategically helpful. If you have a goal of having xx number 
of conversations in a given period, this allows you to calculate how many 
canvassers you need and how many hours of calling or knocking you need 
them to do.

 ▲ Ex. If you want to have 10 conversations and your conversation rate 
(calculated as total number of full conversations/total canvasser 
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hours) is 2 per hour, you need to have 5 canvassers to each make 1 
hour of calls or 2 canvassers to each make 5 hours of calls

SYSTEM: Voter File Tracking

You need a system for tracking all of the data you have for each person in your 
known universe (those you’ve contacted and those yet to be contacted). For each 
person, this system should track:

 | Name

 | Phone Number(s)

 | Address Info

 | Your contact history with that person

 | Their canvass results (particularly their ratings)

Your system should: 

 | Let you update names and contact information for the people you’ve contacted 

 | Enable you to separate the people you’ve had full conversations with from those 
you haven’t (so you can create new call and walk lists)

 | Have the capacity to filter out those who need to be removed from our lists (ex. 
They ask not to be contacted again or are deceased)

 | Allow you to group people according to canvass results

 | Integrate data from external phone banking programs and results from 
door-to-door contact

US Organizers: The VAN has the capacity to do all of this.
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Canadian Organizers: Our data manager created a Google Sheets document with all 
of the above functionality.

SYSTEM: A Mapping Program/Process for Door Canvassing

You will need a mapping program/process to create walkable sections of turf for door 
canvass shifts and to track progress through your selected universe. When it comes 
to manually creating turf maps for canvassers to use your process will depend greatly 
on where you are located and what resources are available. Our system is based 
on using our Voter File and CRM to gather voter data and displaying it on free and 
publicly accessible mapping software to create our maps.

 | Here you’ll use data in your ‘Voter File’ to inform where you need to knock. You want 
canvassers to avoid people who have already had a full conversation or previously 
known to have taken the policy action you are advocating for, people who have 
explicitly asked not to be contacted again, or people who were hostile or made your 
canvassers feel unsafe. A comprehensive ‘Voter File’ allows you to pull these contacts 
with their address data and import them into a mapping software to see which 
houses need to be canvassed and which houses need to be avoided, mark these off 
clearly on the final turf map so canvassers know to avoid them. You can further mark 
up canvassers turf maps according to your team’s needs to help canvassers clearly 
see street names, know where the safe meet-up location is, map orientation (if not 
N-S oriented), etc.

 | Other Important Considerations in the mapping process

 ▲ Physical Geography Characteristics: Consider when making your turf maps 
how the physical characteristic of the area could impact your canvassers 
time on the turf. Places with steep hills and drop-offs need to be strategically 
broken down so there isn’t a canvassing group given an unrealistic task of 
getting between houses. Put yourself in the shoes of those who will be on 
the turf. 

 ▲ Safety: Consider how far a turf map is from a safe and known meeting place, 
also how spread out canvassing groups are in a given neighbourhood or 
sub-division. Safety is critical.
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 ▲ Ensure you are collecting/tracking data that will impact who you are 
targeting on the doors from the get go. If you are deep canvassing for a 
particular policy action, how can you know who has already taken action? 
Develop your data tracking systems so you and your volunteer canvassers 
can spend the most time deep canvassing with those that need it most. 

US Organizers: The VAN has the capacity to do all of this

Canadian Organizers: Our data manager imported address info from our Voter 
File into Google maps, through a csv file, to know which houses to visit and which 
houses to avoid. Turf maps were then created in the Regional District’s Interactive 
Mapping System as the house placements were more accurate, up to date, and had 
visible street address numbers to help canvassers. These turf maps were marked 
with houses to avoid, safe meet-up spots, a compass rose, and street names if they 
weren’t clear. You can explore our mapping process document and (and, if you’d like, 
make a copy and adapt to your purposes) and some example turf maps in the toolkit. 
Start mapping in person canvassing turf a few days before your in-person canvass, 
you’ll still need time to print the maps. Approx. 3 hours a week of work.

Example:

Marked-up turf map 

used in Trail DC - March 

2022. Blue dots represent 

houses already canvassed, 

map also highlights 

parking/meet-up locations.
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SYSTEM: A Communications Platform for Online Canvassing

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic we had to adapt the way we were canvassing so 
we could continue having conversations with folks in the community. In order to 
reach people without canvassing in-person we used the calling platform CallHub 
to have deep canvassing conversations over the phone. CallHub is an online 
communications platform for calling and texting your own contact lists with a group 
of people (scalable) (not-free). It is a very effective, customizable and easy to use 
platform to have lots of conversations with people in your community!

We used the Outbound Call Center functionality of CallHub for our online deep 
canvassing efforts. It had many benefits for us:

 | It allowed our call-list to be in one place and not constantly managed by us. 

 | It was able to record the conversations our canvassers were having (very useful in 
script iteration and helping canvassers grow their skills through audio reviews).

 | Allowed canvassers to have the script in front of them on their screen throughout 
the conversation.

 | Canvassers could input responses from their conversations that were tracked and 
that we could export from CallHub. 

 | The auto-dialler made it so we didn’t have to juggle who was calling who, or have 
to enter a new number after every dial/conversation. 

This what the process of online canvassing using CallHub was like for  
volunteer canvassers: 

 | Attend Deep Canvassing Training and a CallHub Overview.

 | Sign into their CallHub agent and join the associated campaign.

 | Review the script (on-screen) and start the dialer.

 | Make calls while recording responses in CallHub. Do any other required data 
tracking (on tally sheets) between calls or directly after the calling shift.
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This what the simplified process of organizing an online canvassing using  
CallHub was like: 

 | Assemble a contact list of people you want to call. Ideally you have a first name, last 
name, and address. Phone numbers are mandatory. 

 | Upload the contact list (in csv format) into a CallHub phonebook.

 | Create a campaign with that phonebook and add the script and responses you will 
be gathering to the campaign.

 | Create canvasser agents and assign them to the campaign.

 | Create new campaigns with fresh/updated phone books as you run out of numbers.

Some notes about CallHub:

 | It is valuable to have someone on your team (organizer or volunteer) who is quite 
familiar with your communication platform (potentially CallHub) to help troubleshoot 
problems with the campaign or a volunteer canvasser’s account, and/or support 
those who may need an extra hand with figuring out the tech so they can have a 
good time canvassing.

 | CallHub requires a pretty stable internet connection from the canvasser to remain 
connected to the call center the whole time, without it you could have calls drop or 
struggle to even connect at all.

 | Make sure you have more numbers in CallHub then you are expecting to go through 
to avoid volunteer canvassers potentially running out of calls before the call shift is 
over.With the auto-dialler, CallHub can chew through numbers, especially if nobody 
is picking up.
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System: Recording and Reviewing Conversations

We found filming door canvass conversation and recording phone canvass 
conversations VERY helpful in the script iteration process and for helping our 
canvassers learn and develop their skills. It is also useful for sharing standout 
conversations to help key stakeholders understand what deep canvassing sounds 
like in action and its transformative power. 

To do this, you will need video cameras for door canvassing and/or a phone banking 
system that has the capacity to record conversations for online canvassing.

 | IT IS ESSENTIAL that you research your local laws to know what kind of disclosure you 
need to make to those you deep canvass and if you need their permission to record. 
For our program, all phone and door canvass scripts contain a recording disclosure 
at the beginning of the conversation. Door scripts also prompt the canvasser to ask 
the person they are canvassing to sign a comprehensive image release consent form 
at the conclusion of the conversation.

 ▲ If they don’t consent to being recorded, no problem, just don’t record the 
conversation and carry on in the script.

Audio & Script Review

It is helpful to create a document or form that canvassers fill out while listening to or 
watching their conversations prior to group audio review, to document and collect 
their reflections.Our team organized one 2-3 hour audio review session each week 
to watch or listen to recorded conversations suggested by the audio document 
or form, to help analyze and develop the script, and grow in our deep canvass 
practice. A day or two before the group audio review, our team organized one 2-3 
hour script brainstorm session where we applied learnings from the audio review 
session directly into any needed edits in the script. Weekly audio review and script 
brainstorm sessions were an essential part of the script iteration process. Any audios 
or videos that showed movement, an emotional connection, or other effective uses 
for the script, were considered for training and funding presentation purposes. 
GarageBand, Audacity and IMovie software were used in any editing processes. 
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 | Audio & Script review focus questions: 

 ▲ What are we hearing? Themes, emotions, stories? 

 ▲ What sections in those conversations were having the most impact?

 ▲ What part was working? 

 ▲ What questions were working?

 ▲ Did those questions spark further conversation?

 ▲ What came up?

 ▲ What is the learning we can do from this impactful section of 
your conversation?

 ▲ Did you or any of the voters you talked to get emotional or vulnerable? 

 ▲ Did anything come up that we are not addressing? 

 ▲ What didn’t work? What could we change?

Our Program Impact 
Throughout the several years of Deep Canvassing in Trail we’ve learned a lot, much 
of it through analyzing the data we’ve collected. Here we have summarized some of 
the main impacts we’ve had throughout our program. 

It’s helpful to keep in mind our Deep Canvassing theory of change as you read over 
this section:

If we have enough deep canvassing conversations with the residents of Trail, then 
we’ll find the common ground around the climate action we need to overcome 
partisanship and extraction-dependent community identity politics and get the 
climate policies we need because deep canvassing is proven to work. 
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Overall Program Impact (2020-2022)

The main outcome of our program is that there now is a different conversation 
happening now in Trail around climate change, climate impacts, and the clean 
energy transition. We acknowledge this is not only because of our deep canvassing 
program and supporting strategies and tactics, but also because across British 
Columbia, there have been devastating flooding, wildfires, landslides and other 
climate impacts in recent years that have awakened the sense that climate change is 
already happening. People are worried and not sure what to do.

Our goal was for the local decision-makers to make the commitment to the clean 
energy transition. The city council voted in April 2022 unanimously to aim to 
transition to 100% renewable energy across community energy use sectors no later 
than 2050 and instructed staff to develop a transition plan within one year. 

This goal was achieved through intensive staff and resource commitment to building 
a deep canvassing script that works, developing a volunteer training program and 
materials, and building a deep canvass team with a culture that supports and heals 
canvassers. Together, deep canvass staff and volunteers played an integral role in 
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creating a different conversation in Trail and building support for the city council to 
be able to vote in favour of the 100% renewable energy transition.

We believe we needed a deep canvass to resolve conflict, build connection, and 
increase support for government action on climate change because of the concerns 
we heard at the doors, the emotional stories we shared, the countless residents who 
shared that climate change isn’t something they think about and how the deep 
canvassing conversation gave them the opportunity to think about climate change. 

Key Takeaways 

1. We developed a successful script that built more support for collective 
climate action.

2. We changed hearts and minds with our staff canvassers and 
volunteer canvassers.

3. Developing our volunteer canvasser training program was time-consuming 
and resource-intensive, but worth it in our case. The meaningful and inclusive 
conversations we had with residents around collective climate action yielded 
our overall persuasion rate of 40.1%. 

4. While our volunteer canvasser team was only slightly less effective than staff 
per canvassing hour, building a volunteer canvasser team was meaningful 
community building, and the scaling potential of a volunteer canvasser team 
should not be lost in other contexts.

5. Personal relational organizing was the best way for us to recruit dedicated 
volunteer canvassers.

6. To retain volunteer canvassers, friend building, radical hospitality, good 
debriefs, and building leadership and ownership worked. 

Our program impacts by the numbers:

 | 1 successful deep canvassing script

 | 60 script iterations, 31 major

 | 40.1% overall movement/persuasion rate
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 | 7451 knocks/dials over 132 canvass shifts.

 | 85 volunteer canvassers, 8 leaders developed

 | 1181 conversations

 ▲ 796 Full Conversations and 385 Partial Conversations 

 | 506 community members took action - that’s 42.8% of our conversations

 | 113 Bucket Moves

 ▲ Of the people we had full conversations with who started as ‘unsupportive’ 
or ‘undecided’

 | 800 hours of deep canvassing

 | We had 0.995 full conversation for every 1 hour someone deep canvassed

Organizing & building leadership 
By organizing volunteers in our community we were able to have a larger deep 
canvassing team, and build leadership to teach people how to have productive 
conversations around polarizing issues with their neighbours. 
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We learned that our paid staff canvassers were only slightly more effective than 
volunteer canvassers, demonstrating that we can build volunteer canvassers’ skills 
and capacities similarly as to how we build staff’s. 

Volunteer canvasser recruitment & retention

Studying data around our volunteer canvasser recruitment allowed us to discover 
what recruitment tactics were most effective through our volunteer canvasser 
program, so we could be more effective with our recruitment. Focussing on 
volunteer canvasser retention helped us build a team of returning canvassers who 
developed strong deep canvassing skills.

Impacts by the numbers:

 ▲ 85 volunteer canvassers recruited

 ▲ 8 volunteers canvasser leaders

 ▲ 40% of volunteer canvassers returned 2 or more times

 ▲ 42.4% persuasion rate for volunteer canvassers
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 ▲ 84.6% of volunteer canvassers reported feeling more equipped to discuss 
polarizing issues with people they disagree with as a result of deep 
canvassing. 

 ▲ For 1 volunteer canvasser to complete 1 conversation, staff committed 
approximately 4.3 hours in recruitment

We got better at recruiting volunteer canvassers and getting them to show up to a 
deep canvass because we started meeting volunteers where they needed to be met 
rather than expecting them to come to us.

Our program tested many different recruitment strategies. Our most effective 
recruitment method was personal relationships. Nearly half of the volunteer 
canvassers showing up to deep canvass were either recruited through personal or 
professional networks. Recruiting from our list of supporters was often a multistep 
process - we could not rely on phone conversations alone, and also employed tactics 
such as offering online skill-building trainings to introduce supporters to deep 
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canvassing before inviting them to volunteer. Another effective recruitment method 
was pitching volunteer canvassing opportunities to other groups such as non-profit 
organizations, university classrooms, and community groups. Dating apps were 
effective, however, they were time-sensitive to effectively keep conversations going 
and build relationships. For example, responses to messages needed to happen 
within minutes or hours, not days, to result in successful recruitment.

We tested almost a dozen volunteer canvasser recruitment tactics, the top three 
successes were: 

 | 47.4% through referrals from personal or professional relationships or from our 
existing supporters’ list. 

 | 23.1% from in-person or online pitching to non-profit groups, classrooms, and 
community groups. 

 | 7.7% from dating apps.

Breakdown of Volunteer Canvasser Team Based on how they were recruited (June 2021 - Dec 2021). In 

2022 our efforts were more focussed on retaining our existing team.
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“DC has fundamentally changed the way I interact 
with the world. I make less initial judgments 
about others and approach difficult/conflicting 
perspectives with curiosity and patience.” –  
Nora, volunteer canvasser 

“I’ve learned to listen better and be more 
empathetic to other folks’ perspectives. I tend to 
wallow in the negative aspects of peoples’ choices 
and the impacts to our climate and society. 
However, deep canvassing helps highlight our 
commonalities and try to find ways to connect 
and work together towards positive change in a 
way that everyone feels they have a voice.” –  
Karen, volunteer canvasser

“Supporting my local EcoSociety team has given 
me the voice I wouldn’t otherwise have in helping 
bring about meaningful change in Trail, my 
community” -  Grant, volunteer canvasser
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Going forward, to decrease the hours of recruitment time for the core team we 
will focus on the top three most successful from this program while encouraging 
more volunteer canvassers to recruit from their personal networks using relational 
organizing strategies. To keep volunteer canvassers coming back, friend building, 
radical hospitality practices, structured and effective debriefs following what we 
outlined in the section above and giving volunteer canvasses opportunities to have 
ownership in the program to build leadership is more of what we will do in future 
deep canvasses.

Sometimes it felt like the organizing team was putting so much time into training 
then at the end of the day volunteer canvassers would come back with few 
movements and petition signatures. With this, the organizing team is reflecting  
on the efficiency of our trainings and the effectiveness of our leadership building, 
and wondering how organizing in a small region where it felt challenging to  
organize a deep canvass with more than 20 volunteer canvassers showing up, 
contributes to that. 

Staff Commitment

Organizing the volunteer canvassing program was a lot of work. An organizing team 
can be paid staff or very committed volunteer canvassers. In our case, it was paid 
staff, and we escalated some committed volunteer canvassers to join the leadership 
team during the program. 

Staff commitment by the numbers:

 | 24 hours/week developing and delivering trainings 

 ▲ 3 staff

 ▲ 2 x 4-hour trainings/staff

 ▲ 4 hours of prep included within that

 | 24 hours/week recruiting volunteer canvassers

 ▲ 3 staff

 ▲ 2 x 2 hours of phone recruitment/staff
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 ▲ 2 x 2 hours of other recruitment/staff

 | 12 hours/week retaining and building volunteer canvasser leadership 

 ▲ 3 staff

 ▲ 2 hours of debrief/staff 

 ▲ 2 hours of coaching and leadership development/staff

 | 7.5 hours/week organizing and analyzing data

 ▲ 1 staff

 | 18 hours/week reviewing audio/video, coordinating & participating in strategy 
meetings, and other logistics

 ▲ 3 staff

 ▲ 6 hours/staff

In our next deep canvassing tests in smaller communities, we will try a hybrid paid 
canvasser/staff and volunteer canvasser approach where paid staff/canvassers focus 
more of their time having deep canvassing conversations and less on recruitment. 
We will, however, continue to retain and build the leadership for hand-raisers.

Applying learnings to communications
Throughout this deep canvassing program we took what we heard working 
to connect, open and shift people in conversations and tested applying it to 
our communications.

Key Takeaways

 ▲ Meet your audience where they are at

 ▲ Use relatable personal storytelling showcasing local impacts & feelings for 
target audience

 ▲ Include all key elements from deep canvass script

 ▲ Have people-centred images 
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 ▲ Get it in front of your target audience

Updating our name

Polling we commissioned showed that over 50% of rural and small-town BC 
residents think negatively of terms like “green” and “eco” and they think many 
environmental groups “are made up of crackpots trying to alarm the public without 
knowing what they are talking about.” The environmental movement has done a 
great job at sounding the alarm and engaging with the 25% of Canadians who are 
already very concerned about environmental destruction.

However, about 50% of people are on the fence and not engaged around 
environmental issues. We found when having deep engagement canvassing 
conversations on the doorsteps and phone with residents in Trail and Fruitvale that 
often we could not get past “hello, I’m with the West Kootenay EcoSociety.” They 
cut us off and say “Eco what?” “West Coast who?” “no thanks,” and hang up. The 
conversation was over before it even started because they had preconceived feelings 
about who we were because of our name.

There are hundreds of thousands of people in British Columbia and millions like this 
in Canada, who are left out of environmental conversations because of polarized 
language and partisanship. As an organization, we can’t bring them in, help them 
resolve their cognitive dissonance, and become more supportive of the policies 
we need, if they hang up or close the door before we even start a conversation. We 
tested not using our organizational name and instead calling our deep canvassing 
program “Neighbours United.” We found doors stayed open and people were 
more willing to enter into conversation. Because of this ground-truthing of testing 
an updated name, along with a multi-year internal process of board committee 
meetings, staff workshops, member surveys and meetings, we updated our 
organizational name to Neighbours United. We have seen this name give us the 
opportunity to connect with people who are not already engaged and supportive of 
environmental action and shift them to being more supportive. 
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Storytelling through journalism

We were inspired by the online magazine Prairie Populist, and we created our own 
online magazine that told solutions-based stories featuring relatable people to our 
intended moveable middle audience. We hired three reporters working 10-15 hours 
a week. Two were creative writers and one was a thoughtful and articulate person 
with an interest in journalism. We launched our publication, Living Here, in October 
of 2020. We started by aiming to release weekly stories, and over time adjusted to 
ensure stories were achieving the desired goals and publishing simply when they 
were ready.

We trained the reporters to follow the frame of the deep canvassing script and 
digging deep methods using the cone of curiosity to get to the heart of a subject’s 
conflict and solution. 

Here are some examples of Living Here stories that were effective in integrating our 
deep canvassing lessons:

1. Kootenay Family Gives Solar Two Thrums Up

2. How Kitimat B.C. is Catching its Breath

3. Why a Family Man in Trail Traded his Pickup Truck for an E-Bike and Hasn’t 
looked Back

We took lessons from past deep canvassing programs and reinforced and amplified 
the messages that connected on the doorsteps as the basis of our communications 
strategy. Living Here was our key tactic to tell meaningful stories using deep 
canvassing messaging learnings.

https://livinghere.ca/kootenay-family-gives-solar-two-thrums-up/
https://livinghere.ca/how-kitimat-b-c-is-catching-its-breath/
https://livinghere.ca/enjoying-the-benefits-of-an-electric-bike/
https://livinghere.ca/enjoying-the-benefits-of-an-electric-bike/
http://Living Here
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Republishing & delivery tests

Living Here stories were published to our website, sent to our email subscriber 
list, and posted to social media accounts. The stories we thought did the best at 
using the deep canvassing script, with a relatable subject, and had good photos 
we submitted to the local newspaper to publish. They either asked us to shorten 
the stories and ran them in a regional weekly newspaper that needed content, or 
we paid to have them run in the local paper in full length. These newspapers were 
distributed to 20,000 households across the region.

Anecdotally, we heard that seniors and people in moveable middle demographics in 
Trail enjoyed the stories.

In February 2022, we selected the best Living Here stories that met the deep 
canvassing messages with a relatable subject and layout a print edition in full colour. 
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We ran a mini non-scientific experiment where our team of staff and volunteer 
canvassers delivered 632 newspapers to the homes of people we had already deep 
canvassed. We were testing our hypothesis that people who had been part of a 
complete deep canvassing conversation, regardless if they had already added their 
name for the 100% renewable energy transition or not, would be more likely to take 
an escalating action to show support for the policy ask.

We did not have a control group. These postcards had our return PO box address in 
Trail, so we would get the postcards to track returns before submitted to city hall.
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The result was that only a handful of postcards were returned to us. Our only 
conclusion was that we don’t know the true effect of delivering the printed Living 
Here newspapers to people in Trail and we should keep experimenting, evaluating, 
and learning.

Applications to other communications

Like our Living Here magazine, we tried to apply messaging lessons learned  
from our deep canvassing, as well as our commissioned polling and other relevant  
ecent polling, to all of our communications. Our communications goals were to  
bring in new supporters from the mushy middle, as well as continue to engage  
our existing supporters. 

Email

Email communications allow us to engage with our members, supporters and gain 
new supporters. We have incorporated the deep canvassing script and best practices 
taken from polling results in an attempt to relate better with those in the mushy 
middle. All emails include an ask, a personal story, and a reiteration of the ask. The 
ask is an action we want the reader to take. This can be signing a petition, making 
a donation, or engaging with us in another way. The personal story relates to the 
context of the email and should invoke emotions and contain details to paint a vivid 
picture. If possible, we get a team member most connected to the community or 
issues in question, and so more relatable, to draft and send the email. Additionally, 
A/B testing is continuously performed on our emails to determine the best language 
to use that will garner a specific action and ensure we are using the best practices to 
engage with our current subscribers and new mushy middle supporters. 

Social media

Social media has been a useful tool to engage with existing supporters and bring 
in new supporters. We are continuing to steer our communications towards the 
moveable middle to grow supporters from new audience segments. We have 
incorporated the deep canvassing script and best practices taken from polling 
results in an attempt to relate better to those in the mushy middle. We use real-
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life images to engage with our followers. Images that are relatable to our audience 
including families and places. We use our social media platforms to highlight climate 
leadership, this includes communities committing to transition to 100% renewable 
energy, the efforts of our volunteer canvassers, and program success stories. Social 
media posts often link to blog posts, donation asks and links to redirect our audience 
to broader information. Additionally, A/B testing is continuously performed to evolve 
our best practices. A/B testing is being used to determine the best way to present 
information to our audience (i.e. clicking a direct link in the post or clicking a link 
in the bio) and the best way to gain more followers (i.e. collaborating on posts with 
allied organizations.

Traditional media
We didn’t engage with traditional media in the deep canvassing program until 
the end of the campaign, as we were focused on our other tactics. We also were 
concerned the media may misrepresent our efforts. We’re pleased that the coverage 
to date has authentically told the story of our work. Coverage includes:

 ▲ Gimlet Media’s podcast - How to Save a Planet

 ▲ Canada’s Clean50 advertisements in the Globe and Mail newspaper

 ▲ The Goat

 ▲ City of Trail Says Yes to 100% Renewable Energy 

Additionally, we worked with a group of local doctors and nurses to leverage the high 
levels of trust they have with their patients and within the community. We trained 
and coached them to write effective op-eds for the local paper, following the deep 
canvassing script key learnings and making the link between the health impacts of 
climate change and personal impacts.

https://open.spotify.com/episode/2gbCRFSDUNznZhNhlZKrYX?si=00fc9d413de44e54&nd=1
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/adv/article-leading-the-charge-in-the-clean-economy-transition/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/adv/article-leading-the-charge-in-the-clean-economy-transition/
https://www.mykootenaynow.com/46297/trail-signs-on-to-100-renewable-energy-transition/
https://www.civicinfo.bc.ca/news?newsid=8633
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We are in conversation with several other newspapers, magazines, and podcasts 
about covering this story at the time of publication.

Next steps 

Testing in other community archetypes

This playbook and toolkit is based on the testing of the first ever deep canvass 
on government action on climate change in an industry town context. Moving 
forward, Neighbours United will be applying these learnings and testing deep 
canvassing on government action on climate change in rural, and then suburban 
contexts. Over 2022-2023, we will test in rural and small towns in southeastern British 
Columbia and select areas of Alberta. In 2023-2024, we will test in suburban coastal 
British Columbia.



114

We are in the process of building relationships and partnership with other 
organizations in North America to support them in building their own deep 
canvassing programs in politically and environmentally complex contexts to build 
political will for climate action. Supporting other organizations in deep canvassing 
is a part of our long term goal to build a more populist climate movement and  
collectively win by having more climate solutions that work for more people. 

Test in Ontario

Future Majority, a non-profit who empowers youth around political and climate 
action, spent two months testing adopting Neighbours United deep canvassing 
program on government action on climate change in suburban and mid-size city 
contexts with 15 practicum students. 

In 2021, they spent four weeks adopting the script and phone canvassing in Whitby, 
Ontario population 135,000, and four weeks using the script and phone canvassing 
into Mississauga, Ontario population 830,000. 

Neighbours United coached Future Majority each week in a one-hour check in, 
offered an initial deep canvassing orientation training to their whole team, and  
two additional trainings for Future Majority organizers to then lead with their  
own team – one in storytelling, the other in compassionate curiosity, two 
fundamental skills to deep canvassing. Partnering with Future Majority was 
Neighbours United’s first test of coaching and the application of deep canvassing in 
a context outside of their pilot. 

The lessons learnt from the Future Majority tests included: 

 | Need to edit the building rapport introduction statement in the script to reflect 
and meet the identity of the community 

 | The pollution success story can be more challenging to find and articulate in larger 
population centers, where people don’t have an identity linked to their place of 
residence. More testing is needed, however assumptions are that: 
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 ▲ Individuals in urban contexts may not feel as connected to industry or 
their community

 ▲ Urban contexts with a diverse population of families migrating to the 
community may not feel connected to or know of a time where community, 
government and industry came together to solve an issue 

 | Cost concerns translate across both rural and urban contexts 

 | Offering weekly coaching and training sessions essential for shared learning and 
program adoption success 

How to get coaching to develop and roll out your own 
program

If you would like to explore developing your own deep canvassing program in 
partnership with Neighbours United, here’s the step-by-step process:

1. Understand what deep canvassing is and how it works: Your program lead 
signs up to attend and participate in a full deep canvassing training and phone 
bank with Neighbours United 

2. Understand your context and collaboration potential: One hour meeting with a 
member of our team to discuss:

a. Why does your organization want to pursue this tactic? 

b. Where do you want to apply deep canvassing? Is it a high-impact, 
strategic region? 

c. What is your timeline and campaign context?

d. Do you have resources to pursue this tactic?

1. Determine core team interest and collaboration potential: Your full core 
team attends a one hour deep canvassing orientation presentation and Q&A 
with a member of our team, followed by a full deep canvassing training and 
phone bank, and a one hour follow up debrief post training to dig more into 
learnings and application for your organization, to determine next steps 
potential collaboration.



116

What a deep canvassing experiment could look like  
and require

Developing an independent evaluation of a deep canvass program is no small 
task. In order to start, a program must find expert political scientists, like David 
Broockman from UC Berkeley and Joshua Kalla from Yale, to build an experiment 
that will be scientifically valid. Typically, programs choose to run a Randomized 
Control Trial (RCT) that would test at least one treatment condition against a 
control or placebo, surveying participants before and after the treatment to detect 
a change in attitude and/or incorporating behavioral outcome metrics (e.g., taking 
a subsequent pro-climate action). An RCT would require a starting population of at 
least 1,000,000, meaning it could not be done in one small town, for example. 

While RCTs are very effective, they require adequate funding to develop and analyze 
the surveys necessary for the RCT and the canvassers having deep canvassing 
conversations within the experiment period. Ideally, an RCT would also need to be 
rigorously managed for adherence to protocol and data collection procedures, which 
could involve additional training and oversight costs. 

What is generalizable about our results?

Because our persuasion rate was measured based on voters’ self-reported ratings at 
the door, and also was not measured in comparison to the support levels in a control 
or placebo or group, academics describe our results as “internal metrics” that could 
be correlates of success versus other techniques. While we invite other organizations 
to adopt our methods to their own contexts, we cannot guarantee that our successes 
(and failures) will match their experience. However, we would appreciate hearing 
about their experiences, contexts, and outcomes so that we can continue to collect 
more data points on this approach.

According to Kalla, rigorously comparing deep canvassing to other interventions 
would require a population of at least 1,000,000 people, which might eventually 
yield ~2500 that could be canvassed across multiple techniques (e.g., deep canvass, 
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regular canvass, no canvass), which would yield the minimum number of people in 
each treatment group to determine if deep canvassing statistically outperformed 
other interventions. Relatedly, the minimum costs for a rigorous study would 
be $400,000 USD for experiment set-up, incentivizing participation, canvassing, 
training, and analysis. Costs increase if further surveying is desired to determine 
the decay of treatment effects over time. Lastly, in cases where deep canvassing 
is intended to influence individual voter choice on a ballot measure or candidate 
selection, additional costs will be incurred for access and analysis of the voter 
file in the US, and this may not be possible in other countries like Canada due to 
privacy laws.

Deep Canvassing on Climate and 
Energy Toolkit
Find all the template and example materials referenced earlier in the Playbook in the 
Toolkit for your use and customization.

https://neighboursunited.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Deep-Canvassing-Toolkit-1.pdf
https://neighboursunited.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Deep-Canvassing-Toolkit-1.pdf
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