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For several decades, the field of environmental communication has studied best practices 
for creating persuasive informational campaigns. Many communication designers are also 
using design to encourage people to act in environmentally-friendly ways. The problem is 
that we are often unaware of fundamental research that already exists. 

My goal with this project is to bridge the gap between disciplines by applying insights 
from the field of environmental communication to the creation of informational design 
pieces. As a case study, I am encouraging people to stop drinking bottled water, because 
of its adverse environmental effects. I will explore how the delivery and emotional tone 
of information affect its persuasive quality. In the end, I will share my findings with other 
designers, along with psychological and persuasive techniques which they can apply in 
their own practice.
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Persuasive Information

tArget Audience

Non-students in their 20s and 30s

reSeArch completed

Literature review 
Artifact review and analysis 
Survey 
Journal exercise 
Interviews 
Prototype evaluation

How do positive and negative messages affect  
a person’s behavior?

pArticipAntS 

When viewing prototypes, some  participants expressed 
feelings of guilt, worry, or sadness.

literAture

Some researchers believe a  moderate amount of stress 
helps us stay vigilant when processing information.1

Uncertain emotions, such as fear, worry, or  surprise,  
can cause us to carefully con sider a persuasive  message, 
but extremely negative messages can lead to denial  
or avoidance.2

“Positive affect arouses curiosity, 
engages  creativity, and makes  
the brain into an effective learning 
 organism.” 

—Don Norman, Emotional Design

“This makes me feel really guilty.”
—Interview participant 5

QueStion 1

OngOing questiOns based On research findings

POtential design cOncePts

POtential design guidelines

meSSAge Should contAin...

Carefully-chosen statistics given in context

Participants unanimously preferred prototypes with 
statistics, over similar messages without statistics.

A concise message

Information must be easy to digest and remember. 
Longer texts should be broken up into chunks.

Specific actions to take

Information about a  problem must be accompanied  
by concrete solutions which the audience knows they 
can do.3

Assurance that individual actions will make  
a difference

Research participants expressed doubt that their 
actions would lead to change. 

concept 1

Do you like... or...?
 » Viewers answer questions about their values and 

whether they prefer an emotional appeal or practical 
advice. The viewer’s answer determines which video 
is shown.

 » Explores Question 1 by allowing viewers to choose 
which type of messages they receive.

 » Explores Question 2 by using the viewer’s stated 
values as a basis for a tailored message.

concept 2

Choose-Your-Own-
Adventure-Style book

 » As a person goes through their day, they face many 
decisions which have an impact on the environment. 
Viewers choose the action they would take and see 
its consequences.

 » Explores Question 2 by showing how the viewer’s 
values are expressed through everyday actions.

 » Explores Question 3 by recommending small, simple 
actions and showing that they can make a difference.

concept 3

Follow-the-bottle
 » Interactive story of a bottle’s path from production  

to store to recycling plant. Viewer controls the  
bottle’s path.

 » Explores Question 4 by giving the viewer short facts 
and allowing them to choose to learn more. Viewers’ 
decisions about whether to learn more will determine 
how much information they receive.

for Environmental Causes

Designing

QueStion 2 How can an environmental message build on  
the audience’s core values?

pArticipAntS

Young adults have strong values, such as efficiency, 
saving money, not being wasteful, and caring for their 
community.

literAture

“Education includes the provision of information [and] 
goes further, encouraging deeper understanding and, 
perhaps, values and norms.”3

Not being wasteful is a core value for some, but 
conservation might also be associated with negative 
 connotations, such as poverty or loss of comfort.4

“It seems efficient, clean, nothing 
wasted. Seems like something I’d do.” 

—Interview participant 4

“This makes me think, am I wasting  
 a lot of money?”

—Interview participant 7

timeline

JAnuAry

Concept validation

Second round of 
 literature review

FebruAry

Build concept 

Test concept

mArch

Gather findings

Create final design 
implications

April

Write thesis 
documentation

mAy

Present thesis  
project and  
final concept

How can the desired behavior be perceived as  
practical and effective? 

QueStion 3

“Recycling is a good thing, but I’m not 
going out of my way to do it.”

—Journal participant 1

“I’m all about easy and convenient.”
—Interview participant 1

pArticipAntS

Participants consistently say they do what’s easy and 
convenient. They generally feel positive about helping 
the environment, but it’s not their first priority.

literAture

Increasing ability is a key way to influence behavior, 
according to BJ Fogg’s Behavior Model, seen at 
www.behaviormodel.org.

How much information do people need before  
deciding to take action?

pArticipAntS

In answers to my survey, 75% of participants said  
they would be trust a lengthy published article over  
a website, because it would contain more proof.

Participants who viewed prototypes liked short texts, 
but were often more  convinced by longer texts.

Some people trust short  statistics, but others want 
more detailed information.

“One takeaway makes it  easier to focus 
and remember the entire message.”

—Interview participant 4

“I need more information to convince 
me of something.”

—Interview participant 6

QueStion 4

meSSAge might contAin…

An emotional tone

Some participants were most drawn to prototypes with 
an emotional appeal.

Practical advice

Other participants were most drawn to images and text 
that showed cost or energy savings.

New information for the viewer

Some participants were most interested in facts that 
they weren’t aware of, such as the amount of oil used  
in plastic bottle production.

A role model performing the desired behavior

Increasing the personal relevance of a message 
motivates message scrutiny.2  But participants 
expressed strong feelings of distaste when shown 
images of people they didn’t identify with.

“Good design is design that changes  
 behavior for the better.”

—Jon Kolko, 2010, www.forbes.com

“Information and persuasion are modes of  
 communication that overlap and interact.” 

—Katherine McCoy, 2000,  
“Information and Persuasion: Rivals or Partners?”Funded by
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