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Executive Summary 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented immense challenges and injustices, while 

also highlighting acts of resilience and possibilities to transition to a more social and 

environmentally just society. This context of challenge and possibility has led to new 

and renewed questions around how to navigate these times to promote a just, 

sustainable and resilient future. For the British Columbia Council for International 

Cooperation (BCCIC), these questions prompted primary research to explore current 

public perspectives and to support thriving public engagement and global citizenship 

initiatives, especially considering the perspectives of British Columbians who are 

typically less engaged in international cooperation. Compiled and reflected in this 

report, the key findings of this research are summarized below, along with ten 

recommendations to support public engagement that emerged from this research. 

Ten Key Findings 

COVID-19 has had a mixed effect on 

people’s sense of connection to global 

issues. For the research participants, 

some have felt more connected to 

global issues since the pandemic as 

they encountered a global issue close 

to home, while others found that their 

inability to travel and need to focus on 

local, familial and/or personal health 

led them to have a more local 

perspective.  

The most common general 

information sources across the focus 

groups were mainstream media and 

local news sites, with various internet 

sources closely following. 

When asked, most respondents 

indicated that solidarity is about 

working together for a shared goal, 

cause, belief or purpose, 

Skepticism emerged as a key theme 

and in nearly every focus group. This 

included skepticism and suspicion of 

social and mainstream media, 

international organizations, and 

Canadian and international 

governments. 
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Clear, personal and meaningful 

storytelling emerged as impactful 

and could make messages more 

memorable, relatable, easy to connect 

with, shareable and compelling.  

While a positive angle should not 

entirely omit challenges, messaging 

that provoked a degree of hope or 

inspiration or portrays good news 

was most appealing to participants.  

Initiatives local to their own 

communities, narrowly focused 

projects and disaster relief programs 

were seen as more appealing, tangible 

and worthwhile to support, especially 

for “Canada First” participants whose 

views are that aid allocations within 

Canada should be prioritized over aid 

spending abroad.  

For global issues, making personal-

local-global connections apparent 

and making it clear how small actions 

could meaningfully contribute to 

larger impacts was expressed by 

participants as being important for 

relating to a topic and feeling like it 

was worthwhile to act. 

Globally minded participants 

suggested that tailored messaging 

and approaches could help to reach 

and connect more deeply with more 

people. 

Participants indicated that having 

more options to get involved, 

knowing clear and easy ways to take 

action and seeing how their actions 

could contribute to change on global 

issues and inequalities made them 

more interested in taking action.  

Ten Key Applications  

Center storytelling and personal 

narratives: Communicate and 

present messages through stories and 

narratives that provide context and 

personal links. 

Highlight stories that are positive 

and hopeful: Feature messaging that 

instills a sense of hope or possibility 

for change, while recognizing the 

challenges that exist.  

Communicate narratives with 

evidence: Include data, cost 

transparency, clear impacts and other 

metrics in stories and broader 

communications. 

Provide diverse and clear channels 

for engagement: Work towards 

having multiple channels for 
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engagement available where people 

can engage in diverse ways. 

Additionally, make opportunities to 

take action and any “calls to action” 

very clear.  

Make it clear how tangible impacts 

add up to more abstract goals: 

Ensure that initiatives are 

communicated in a way that makes 

the connections between individual 

actions, small-scale initiatives and 

potential larger systems change clear. 

Build relationships, trust and 

rapport: Strive to build meaningful 

relationships, rapport and trust with 

individuals, target audiences and 

broader communities. Consider 

organizational practices, 

communications strategies and 

accountability and relational practices 

to support this. 

Choose project goals and focus 

energies: Consider what the goals of 

an engagement project are and 

consider who should be and could be 

engaged. For general messaging, 

consider focusing energies on groups 

that are likely to be receptive and 

interested in engaging.  

Address existing knowledges and 

connections in messaging angles: 

Ensure that accessible language is 

used and strive to connect with and 

build on the existing knowledges, 

interests and personal connections of 

the target audience.  

Consider belief linkages and 

current concerns: Consider project 

goals and intended audience, and 

work to use messaging that aligns 

with audience interests, linked beliefs 

and current concerns. 

Use a tailored approach to media 

platforms and applications: 

Consider the target audience and how 

different platforms might reach or 

impact them; use media outlets and 

platforms accordingly. 
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Introduction 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented immense challenges for local communities 

and global systems—impacting millions of lives, exacerbating existing injustices, 

contributing to surges in gender-based violence1 and anti-Asian racism,2 and 

affecting global systems such as trade, travel, food and health. Simultaneously, 

communities have responded with incredible resilience, and some have suggested 

that the pandemic is also an opportunity to reimagine the world3 and choose to not 

go back to a “normal” that was harmful but instead, rebuild in a way that centers 

social and environmental justice.4  

This context of challenge and injustice, as well as possibility and resiliency, has led to 

new and renewed questions around how to navigate these times to promote a just, 

sustainable and resilient future. For the British Columbia Council for International 

Cooperation (BCCIC) and its members, these questions prompted a decision to 

conduct primary research that focused on exploring how to support global 

citizenship during these times, as well as the perspectives of British Columbians who 

are typically least engaged in international cooperation. The Kenoli Foundation, a 

BCCIC member with local partnerships in Central America, collaborated on and 

supported the project: A Globally Engaged Public in the Time of COVID-19. Compiled 

and reflected in this report, this research strives to provide insight into current public 

perspectives and to support ongoing public engagement and global citizenship 

 
1 Government of Canada, “The shadow pandemic: combatting violence against women and girls in 

the COVID-19 crisis,” November 23, 2020, www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/ stories-

histoires/2020/shadow-pandemic_pandemie-ombre.aspx?lang=eng  
2 Human Rights Watch, “COVID-19 Fueling Anti-Asian Racism and Xenophobia Worldwide: National 

Action Plans Needed to Counter Intolerance,” May 12, 2020, www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/COVID-

19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-xenophobia-worldwide.   
3 Arundhati Roy, “The pandemic is a portal,” Financial Times, April 3, 2020, 

https://www.ft.com/content/10d8f5e8-74eb-11ea-95fe-fcd274e920ca.   
4 Just Recovery for All, “Home”, accessed February 10, 2022, https://justrecoveryforall.ca/.  

https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/stories-histoires/2020/shadow-pandemic_pandemie-ombre.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/stories-histoires/2020/shadow-pandemic_pandemie-ombre.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/covid-19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-xenophobia-worldwide
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/covid-19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-xenophobia-worldwide
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/covid-19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-xenophobia-worldwide
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/covid-19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-xenophobia-worldwide
https://www.ft.com/content/10d8f5e8-74eb-11ea-95fe-fcd274e920ca
https://justrecoveryforall.ca/
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initiatives. Specifically, the following sections outline this research and its context, 

methods, key findings and potential applications from this research. 

Background and Context: Global citizenship, British 

Columbians and COVID-19 

Global citizenship5 can broadly be defined as a global community mindedness and 

responsibility that informs one’s understanding of their positionality and inspires 

action and collaboration with others for justice and peace.6 Global citizenship 

education works to engage and develop participants as global citizens— socio-

emotionally, cognitively, and behaviorally—and strives to foster a sense of a global 

community7 and of a “social responsibility to act for the benefit of all societies.”8 

Public engagement initiatives are often employed to facilitate global citizenship 

education and can be defined as “those activities and processes which enable 

individuals and organizations to traverse along a continuum from basic 

understanding of international development practices and the underlying principles 

directing those practices, through to deeper personal involvement and informed 

action on sustainable human development around the world.”9 Together, public 

 
5 While beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to note that there are many definitions of 

global citizenship, as well as critiques. For instance, global citizenship education has been frequently 

discussed in academic contexts in addition to public engagement in the international cooperation 

sector. In terms of critiques, it has been noted as contributing to patterns of white supremacy, 

universalism, colonialism, imperial entitlement, and other inequities. In this regard, it is important to 

apply a critical and reflexive lens to its use and enactment. See literature such as “Global Citizenship 

as Neoliberal Propaganda: A Political-Economic and Postcolonial Critique” by Debra D. Chapman et 

al. and “The Cartesian subject as global citizen, the migrant as non-human: Humanity, subjectivity 

and citizenship at the US–Mexican border” by Tania Ruiz-Chapman in The Global Citizenship Nexus for 

examples of more critical perspectives.  
6 Oxfam, “What is Global Citizenship?”, accessed December 17, 2021, 

https://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/who-we-are/what-is-global-citizenship/.    
7  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, “Global Citizenship Education: 

Topics and Learning Objectives,” 2015, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232993, 14-15. 
8 United Nations: Academic Impact, “Global Citizenship,” accessed January 4, 2022, 

https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/global-citizenship.  
9 Inter-Council Network, “Effectively Engaging Canadians as Global Citizens: Public Engagement 

Position Paper,” November, 2010, https://global-hive.ca/PDF/PEPaper_March11_Final.pdf, 2.  

https://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/who-we-are/what-is-global-citizenship/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232993
https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/global-citizenship
https://global-hive.ca/PDF/PEPaper_March11_Final.pdf
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engagement and global citizenship education10 are an important part of the work of 

international cooperation organizations, where they have been used as an approach 

to foster global perspectives, disrupt harmful narratives, make local-global 

connections, and encourage action and solidarity across borders.11  

During the pandemic and its growing xenophobic and nationalistic trends,12 BCCIC 

initiated a public engagement campaign to encourage global citizenship. To do this, 

BCCIC reached out to its members and adjacent organizations who were working for 

a resilient and just response to the pandemic. These organizations submitted short 

videos to BCCIC to be featured in its virtual public engagement campaign 

“Responding to the Pandemic — Stories of Creativity, Resilience, and Leadership,”13 

which featured over a dozen videos of local and international responses, challenges, 

and resiliencies in the face of COVID-19. Showcasing local communities and 

connections around the world, these videos strived to foster global citizenship and 

solidarity during the pandemic—throughout times when closing borders and shifting 

local contexts challenged global thinking. These videos directly reached over a 

thousand people14 and engaged BCCIC members and other related organizations.  

As a part of its response, BCCIC also conducted a related research project to strive to 

understand the shifting perspectives of British Columbians and how to support 

global citizenship and public engagement during these times. This research 

incorporated these videos, as well as more broad questions around global solidarity 

and action, into surveys and focus group discussions to gain this insight. Further, the 

research focused on groups that are not usually engaged with BCCIC and its  

 
10 E.g., for a more comprehensive perspective on public engagement, global citizenship and 

solidarity, see: Katia Hammond, “Motivating Global Citizenship and Solidarity Through Public 

Engagement: A Review of the Existing Literature and Suggestions for Further Study,” BCCIC, 2020, 

https://www.bccic.ca/digital-public-engagement-toolkit/.   
11 Inter-Council Network, “Effectively Engaging Canadians as Global Citizens.” 
12 Human Rights Watch, “COVID-19 Fueling Anti-Asian Racism and Xenophobia Worldwide.” 
13 BCCIC’s “Responding to the Pandemic: Stories of Resilience, Creativity and Leadership” campaign 

can be found here: https://www.bccic.ca/covid19-stories-of-resilience/  
14 Based on social media analytics, this campaign reached 1,332 people directly (measured through 

likes, comments) and a total of 41,603 people indirectly.  

https://www.bccic.ca/digital-public-engagement-toolkit/
https://www.bccic.ca/covid19-stories-of-resilience/
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members’ work, especially people who hold a “Canada First” attitude towards 

international assistance and contrasted this group with a more globally minded and 

representative group.15  

In this research, the notion of a “Canada First” perspective on international assistance 

largely stems from a 2018 Angus Reid Institute study that created an index of four 

general Canadian dispositions towards overseas development programs. The 

resulting categories from that study are: the “True Believers,” a group defined by 

belief in the potential for impact through development work; the “Optimists,” a group 

defined by being encouraged by aid work, although not as confident in it as the True 

Believers; the “Doubtful,” a group that is open to the possibility of aid and think aid 

efforts “might help,” but that are generally more skeptical of its efficacy; and the 

“Hopeless,” a group named for their belief that no meaningful impact can be made 

through aid.16 Based on this research, these Doubtful and Hopeless groups are also 

more likely to hold a “Canada First'' attitude: a nationalistic view that Canada should 

be prioritized over any kind of international assistance.17  

Questions arise around how to engage these groups to support a broader humanity, 

when situated within the context of reinforced nationalism during the COVID-19 

pandemic and emerging explicit narratives of “Canada First.”18 The intention of our 

research is to provide insight into some of these questions, incorporating secondary 

literature and original focus group and survey research. More broadly, this project 

strives to support BCCIC’s vision of British Columbians being “engaged in global 

cooperation for a just, equitable and sustainable world,”19 as well as striving to 

support BCCIC members and other organizations working to create effective public 

 
15 Representative of the British Columbia population. 
16 Angus Reid, “Budget 2018 & foreign aid: Two-thirds see moral obligation to help abroad and half 

that many say Canada should raise spending,” Angus Reid Institute, March 6, 2018, 

angusreid.org/foreign-aid-budget-2018. 
17 Ibid.  
18 Ryan Patrick Jones and Vassy Kapelos, “O'Toole says his 'Canada First' strategy means economic 

self-sufficiency, getting tough on China,” CBC News, September 8, 2020, 

www.cbc.ca/news/politics/erin-o-toole-pnp-interview-1.5716115.  
19 BCCIC, “Mission, Vision and Aims,” accessed on March 16, 2022, www.bccic.ca/vision-mission-aims.   

https://angusreid.org/foreign-aid-budget-2018
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/erin-o-toole-pnp-interview-1.5716115
https://www.bccic.ca/vision-mission-aims/


 

 

 

 

British Columbia Council for International Cooperation                                                                   8 

engagement initiatives. Through this report, we provide a snapshot into the views of 

the research participants and ultimately aim to provide insight into the views of those 

not usually engaged with BCCIC, as well as practices for engaging these groups and 

enhancing global citizenship more broadly. 
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Methods  

 

A mixed methods approach was applied to the research and data collection. 

Specifically, targeted surveys and focus groups, as well as secondary literature, were 

used. Considering the research intentions, two target groups were chosen to focus 

the research and glean the most insight into those not currently engaged in the work 

of BCCIC and its members: 1) a “Canada First” group, based on the categorization by 

the Angus Reid Institute,20 and 2) a more globally minded group of people who are 

not currently involved with BCCIC and who are more representative of the BC 

population.  

Surveys 

In 2020, an online survey was launched using SurveyMonkey. The survey featured 11 

videos from the “Responding to the Pandemic: Stories of Resilience, Creativity and 

Leadership” campaign, which participants were asked to view at the beginning of the 

survey. After sharing the videos over two pages, the survey consisted of 27 questions 

that asked participants a wide range of questions about basic demographics, their 

views on international assistance, the role of the Canadian government, and their 

perceptions of the videos, among other things. The survey was released in three 

iterations of data collection: two targeted collections through SurveyMonkey, 

targeting those more likely to hold a Canada First view,21 as well as through an open 

link. 

Focus groups 

In August 2021, five focus groups were conducted. Two of these groups focused on 

the “Canada First” target audience while the other three excluded this group and 

 
20 Angus Reid, “Budget 2018 & foreign aid.” 
21 Based on the Angus Reid study findings, in general, this group seemed to be defined by the 

following trends: politically conservative, predominantly male, and Generation X or “Baby Boomers.” 

See Angus Reid Institute. “Budget 2018 & foreign aid: Two-thirds see moral obligation to help abroad 

and half that many say Canada should raise spending.” March 6, 2018.  
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focused on more globally minded participants. For each focus group, a preliminary 

short survey was conducted to assess if participants matched the desired target 

group. This survey featured elements similar to the original Angus Reid study and 

asked participants to share their views regarding if Canada has a responsibility to 

provide aid, the effectiveness of international aid and if Canada should spend more, 

spend less or maintain current spending. A recruitment organization was enlisted to 

find suitable participants for this component of the research and participants were 

compensated for their participation.  

Each focus group lasted roughly an hour and consisted of between two and seven 

participants. The first half of the time focused on participants’ views on and sense of 

connection to global issues, information sources and perceptions of if and how they 

could make a difference, while the second half focused on perceptions of the videos. 

Every participant reviewed the videos and completed a full survey a few days before 

the focus group took place as well.  

Secondary literature 

To complement this primary research, a brief literature review was conducted in 

February 2022 to assess and place findings within a broader context of emergent 

research and circumstances during the pandemic. This secondary research focuses 

on emergent trends and studies conducted during the pandemic that relate to the 

findings and themes from the surveys and focus groups.  

Analysis 

Qualitative analysis was primarily conducted using an inductive thematic approach, 

looking for emergent themes in the focus group discussions and survey comments.22 

Additionally, some quantitative analysis was applied to sections of the  

survey to look for potential patterns and links between groups and expressed views. 

Focus group conversations were transcribed using Otter.ai and then manually  

 

 
 
22 Victoria Clarke and Virginia Braun, “Thematic analysis,” The Journal of Positive Psychology 12, no. 3 

(2017): 297-298. doi: 10.1080/17439760.2016.1262613.  
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reviewed. These transcripts were then coded, along with survey comments, to find 

potential emergent themes. Quantitative analysis was applied to some elements of 

the survey, when sample size was appropriate, and mainly used chi-square tests of 

independence and Fisher's exact tests to look for potential relationships between 

variables. 

Challenges and Limitations 

It is important to note that, as with any research, there are limitations on this 

research influencing how it should be interpreted and applied. In this case, the scope 

and focus of the research is limited to British Columbia and the targeted groups—

specifically men over the age of 35 for the large survey target and in the focus groups, 

two distinct groups: those holding “Canada First” views and globally minded 

participants, as assessed through a short survey. Relatedly, the recruitment firm that 

supported the process of finding participants for the focus groups, and 

SurveyMonkey which boosted the large survey to potential participants, also likely 

influenced this research in ways that may not be immediately clear. Considering this, 

as well as the small sample size and qualitative focus, the survey and focus group 

results largely cannot be extrapolated beyond this research and should be seen as a 

“snapshot” into the views and experiences of the participants at this time. By 

featuring multiple topics and using focus groups, this research also has a wide 

breadth of content with less depth into specific focal points, which may affect the 

emergence of themes. 

As with other forms of voluntary research, the survey would have been completed 

by a self-selecting group who may have been particularly passionate or opinionated 

about these topics and who were able to take the 30+ minutes to watch the videos 

and complete the 27 questions.23 Considering its length and content, this survey was 

likely further inaccessible. Additionally, the wording of questions about 

demographics could conceal information about the respondents as terms such as 

“low income” or “racialized” were not defined and identities that are not a part of 

 
23 E.g., see Robert Slonim et al., “Opting-in: Participation bias in economic experiments,” Journal of 

Economic Behavior & Organization 90, (2013): 43-70. doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2013.03.013.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2013.03.013
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these specified groups could be missed or misidentified. Relatedly, participant 

education was not addressed within the data collection and could be a factor shaping 

engagement and responses in the survey. The baseline level of awareness around 

international relations was not assessed either; for instance, it is not clear if 

participants know that Canada is below its target for international assistance and if 

they did, if this would affect their response in any way.  

Due to COVID-19, all focus groups and surveys were completed online. This could 

impact non-verbal communications and rapport-building, and further affect the 

research.24 The limitations enumerated here are for the purposes of future research 

that may be based on the current one. The intention of the present research is to 

provide insights and prompt reflections that may be useful to BCCIC and other 

organizations for sustainable development and international cooperation.  

Ethics and Positionality  

It is important to acknowledge that no process of knowledge production or synthesis 

is neutral and that this report is situated within a larger context.25 While many people 

worked on this project at different times, it has been primarily written by white 

settlers on unceded Indigenous lands26 who are generally supportive of BCCIC and 

its work. Working as a settler signifies a relationship to colonization and a related set 

of responsibilities,27 and places this work into a broader set of relationships. Further, 

while striving to apply a critical lens, this work still comes out of an academic lineage, 

which in and of itself is directly linked to historic and ongoing colonialism,28 as well 

 
24 Svend Brinkmann, “Unstructured and Semi-Structured Interviewing,” in The Oxford Handbook of 

Qualitative Research, ed. Patricia Leavy (2014). doi: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199811755.013.030.   
25 Reuben Rose-Redwood, ““Reclaim, Rename, Reoccupy”: Decolonizing Place and the Reclaiming of 

PKOLS,” ACME: An International E-Journal for Critical Geographies 15, no. 1 (2016): 187-206. 
26 The majority of this work was completed on the territories of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam people), 

səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh Nation), and Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw (Squamish Nation). 
27 Rachel Flowers, “Refusal to Forgive: Indigenous Women’s Love and Rage,” Decolonization: 

Indigeneity, Education & Society 4, no. 2 (2015): 32-49.  
28 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 2nd edn. 

(London: Zed Books, 2012). 
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as politics of data collection and citation.29 While not intended to impact the research, 

this situated context and positionality affects the process of this research and its 

interpretation and themes, as well as its gaps and unrecognized facets. These factors 

are part of the limitations and context of this work, how it is now presented to the 

world and how research respondents and participants engaged with the survey 

questions and the people conducting the focus groups. Beyond recognizing this 

positionality and striving to take an intersectional approach, ethical considerations 

of this research include that focus group participants were compensated for their 

time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 Cite Black Women Collective, “Our Story,” accessed March 16, 2022, 

www.citeblackwomencollective.org/our-story.html.  

https://www.citeblackwomencollective.org/our-story.html
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Results and Reflections: Understanding 

British Columbians’ Awareness and 

Engagement 

 

Results and Key Findings 

The focus groups included 12 Canada First participants across two sessions and 13 

more globally minded participants across the other three group sessions. All focus 

group participants also completed the large survey and an intake survey. An 

additional two Canada First and two globally minded participants completed the 

short intake survey for the focus groups but did not participate in the group 

discussion and as a result, were excluded from the coded transcripts. These 

responses were included in the focus group survey results where these data were 

used. 

In the focus groups, the Canada First group primarily consisted of people who 

identified as Caucasian (75%) and male (91.7%) while the second group was more 

evenly split in this way, with 46.2% of participants identifying as female and 61.5% 

identifying as racialized. Between the 25 total participants in the two groups, ten 

(40%) were youth (18 to 35-year-olds), two (8%) were seniors (65 years old and older, 

both in the Canada First group) and only one person (4%) identified as low income, 

Indigenous, or new to Canada. None of the focus group participants identified as 

2SLGBTQIA+.30 Within the large survey there was a strong skew towards older and 

non-racialized males, likely due to targeted data collection strategies. In this group, 

94.2% of respondents identified as male (with the other 5.8% identifying as female),  

 

 
30 2SLGBTQIA+ stands for Two Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, 

asexual/aromantic, and the many gender identities and sexualities that people hold beyond 

cisgender and heterosexual. 
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4.6% identified as a member of a racialized group and 14.5% identified as 18-35 years 

old, while 43.4% and 42% identified as 36-64 and 65 and over respectively. Further, 

6.1% identified as 2SLGBTQIA+, 16.9% identified as living with a disability, and 38.5% 

self-identified as low income in this larger survey.  

The following results are primarily from the focus groups, with survey results from 

the large survey (67 responses) and/or focus group surveys included where noted. 

These results have been grouped into three broad categories:  

● Current views and engagement, which covers the views, engagement, sense 

of dis/connection and impacts of COVID that the participants shared; 

● Barriers to engagement, which covers the major theme of skepticism and 

desire for diverse and clear channels for engagement that emerged; and 

● Storytelling and effective communication, which highlights the key themes of 

storytelling, positive messaging, and connecting small scale and local actions 

with broader implications that emerged in the research.  

The following major section (“The Research in Context”) places this research into a 

broader context within the literature and considers its potential applications for 

organizations working in international cooperation.  

Current views and engagement: COVID-19, connection and 

information 

The impacts of COVID-19  

Across the focus groups, participants shared a mixed experience of COVID-19 and its 

impacts on their feelings of global interconnectedness. For some participants, COVID 

made global issues feel more personal and tangible, and made the world seem more 

interconnected. This was explicitly discussed by one Canada First focus group where 

participants suggested that COVID-19 had forced everyone to encounter a global 

issue (the pandemic) in a very personal way, and that this had made epidemics or 

community health issues something they could connect with tangibly. 

Simultaneously, for some participants COVID made the world feel more local and 
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prompted them to focus on family and health on a more personal level. For these 

respondents, their inability to travel and need to focus on local community and 

pandemic news, among other things, meant that they felt less connected to global 

information and issues. 

Dis/connection 

More broadly, feelings of connection or disconnection to global issues were diverse 

and did not seem to feature more prominently in one group than the other. When 

asked about whether they felt connected to global issues, most focus groups had at 

least one participant express disconnection and another express connection.  

The main factors that participants discussed as connecting them to global issues 

were experiencing the issue themselves or seeing how it could affect their daily lives, 

taking action on the issue in some way or feeling like they should be taking action, 

having personal relationships (family or friends) around the world, recognizing the 

links between local actions and global impacts, and having travelled to or lived in 

other countries. Further, generally being curious or concerned about the topic or the 

future and watching things that exposed them to a topic, such as documentaries on 

popular streaming sites, were also mentioned as contributing to connection around 

a topic. In this sense, some form of personal relationship or sense that global issues 

could affect the daily life of one or one’s friends seemed to be key in affecting a sense 

of connection for these groups.  

In contrast, participants associated disconnection with not seeing a clear link 

between local and global issues, feeling distant from the issue and its experiences, 

not being immersed in the topic, place or related information, and not seeking out 

information on a topic, including not having a reason to find this information. Some 

of these participants indicated that they are generally unaware of global issues 

unless they are presented with that information, and that increased education or 

awareness could potentially help to enhance this connection. Additionally, 

participants who discussed feeling disconnected often mentioned feeling sheltered 

or “padded away” from the reality of global issues in other places—that these issues 

were worse elsewhere and that while a glimpse could be experienced locally, it was 
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impossible to really understand and connect with what these issues are like from 

their lived experience.  

Current community engagement, worthwhile causes, and relationships between 

beliefs 

Regardless of connection, when comparing the survey responses of the two focus 

groups and the number that said they currently volunteer, there was no significant 

difference between the Canada First and globally minded groups in terms of 

volunteer engagement, with the majority of participants not engaged in volunteer 

work. No significant differences were found between the larger survey and focus 

groups in this regard either. This could be a space for further research around how 

to activate those who might be supportive yet less engaged and potential barriers to 

engagement opportunities.   

While the sample size was too small to quantitatively assess the focuses of these 

volunteer initiatives or the ways that people contributed to their local communities 

and beyond, some participants in the Canada First focus groups expressed that 

initiatives local to their own communities, narrowly focused projects and disaster 

relief programs were more appealing, tangible and worthwhile to support. 

Additionally, based on large survey data from white men over 35, in this group there 

is a significant relationship between the views that aid is effective and that Canada 

should spend more, and between the sense that Canada has a responsibility to 

provide aid and that Canada should spend more. In contrast, views that aid is not 

effective and that Canada does not have a responsibility had a significant relationship 

with the perception that Canada should spend less on international aid.  

Language and information sources  

A variety of information sources were discussed throughout the focus groups, with 

no clear dominant source emerging. The most common general information sources 

across the groups were mainstream media and local news sites, with various internet 

sources closely following. In this regard, some participants also noted that different 

media channels would be most likely to reach certain demographics or be a place for 

them to continually connect with an organization’s values and work (e.g. one 

participant mentioned social media as a space for ongoing engagement and radio or 
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TV for snappy stories that capture their attention in the short term and may prompt 

them to follow a social media channel).  

Beyond these themes, it is notable the range of language that was used across the 

groups, with some participants using terms such as “First/Third World” and others 

using “Global South/North” and “global citizen.” Perhaps relatedly, one Canada First 

participant mentioned that they needed more context to understand what was 

happening in videos taking place internationally as they did not have much 

awareness of other countries in general. Reflecting on language in the large survey, 

nearly half of respondents indicated that solidarity is along the lines of working or 

coming together as one for a shared goal, cause, belief or purpose. The sample size 

of these groups is too small to assess if there is a significant difference between the 

different target groups in terms of language and awareness; however, this might 

provide some insight into potential awareness gaps or language differences that 

might contribute to inaccessibility within this field. 

Barriers to engagement: Skepticism and uncertainty 

Explored further in this subsection, skepticism and not knowing how to get involved 

were referenced in multiple focus groups as common barriers to further engagement 

with global issues. It seems important to note, however, that these barriers are based 

on common reflections that participants shared regarding what influences their 

involvement with these issues and it does not address systemic or other barriers that 

may make further engagement inaccessible. In the large survey, a broader range of 

barriers to engagement were noted, including a sense of lacking time and/or financial 

resources. 

Skepticism 

A major theme in the research emerged in nearly every focus group: skepticism. This 

included skepticism and suspicion of social and mainstream media, international 

organizations, and Canadian and international governments. While there are many 

barriers’ people may face in getting more involved with global issues, one participant 

explicitly noted that this skepticism was the biggest factor that prevented them from 

taking action or getting involved. Overall, this skepticism, suspicion and lack of trust 
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emerged across groups as contributing to hesitancy around international 

cooperation.  

In particular, nearly every focus group discussed concerns with international 

organizations, sharing reflections including feelings that there was a lack of 

transparency, concern that there is corruption within the organization or in the 

systems that transferred resources, suspicion that donations never really made it to 

the intended recipients and concern that most of the resources ended up mostly 

benefiting people who already had a lot of power and privilege, such as 

organizational employees and executives in the Global North. This suspicion and 

skepticism seemed to be most targeted towards larger international organizations 

and charities. Some participants also mentioned specific organizations, such as Me 

to We, as contributing to and confirming their suspicions that larger charitable 

organizations have “lots of corruption.” For some of these participants, they did not 

feel equipped to research or evaluate the competency or trustworthiness of different 

organizations, which further contributed to their hesitancy.  

Nearly every group also mentioned some kind of concern around bias, 

misinformation, “fake news” or hidden agendas. Strikingly, three groups discussed 

concerns with mainstream media, suggesting that it no longer had as much integrity 

as it used to or that it could not be fully trusted. This seemed to be a factor in 

participants’ disengagement with global issues since they felt that they could not 

really know what was happening in another country unless they went there or had 

trusted contacts themselves. Participants in three groups shared concerns about 

misinformation on social media as well. 

Mixed views of governments were shared across groups, with some participants 

reflecting that government media may be less biased and that petitioning and 

pressuring the government could be effective and sustainable ways of making 

change. However, in terms of international assistance, while some participants 

expressed that Canada had a responsibility to act, participants in the Canada First 

group seemed especially skeptical about government assistance as they expressed 
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concern with corruption, misdirection, and projects that are too broad to actually 

make a difference (e.g. climate change, poverty alleviation).  

Uncertainty and clear channels for engagement 

The other reason participants commonly cited for not engaging further is a feeling of 

not knowing how to get involved. In particular, many of the participants did not feel 

like they knew how to get involved and did not feel empowered to know what to look 

for in an organization or take the next step to get involved. This was also a common 

theme of feedback with the video campaign: that participants wanted clear and easy 

calls to action and ways to get involved. 

For instance, a few participants reflected on other initiatives that provided easy links, 

follow-up petitions to sign, or other quick actions to start learning more about an 

organization or initiative. In terms of getting involved further, some participants 

reflected that when they did a quick Google search of how to get involved or 

volunteer for international initiatives, it was not clear how they could take action and 

that routes to volunteer or act further seemed very corporate and questionable in its 

actual impacts. In this sense, this theme also intersects with skepticism, with some 

participants indicating concerns over the business-like composition of large 

organizations and questioning if they really made a difference for the intended 

people. 

Regardless of the transparency or practices of the organizations, a couple of 

participants also mentioned that they felt surrounded by scams asking for money 

(e.g., over the phone, email). For them, when the only way to contribute to global 

initiatives seemed to be through monetary donations, they felt less interested in 

supporting or engaging further with these issues. Perhaps relatedly, some 

participants indicated that they did not support large, broad initiatives as they found 

it hard to see how they could contribute to something so big and did not feel that it 

was clear or transparent how these actions supported these changes.  

For these groups, providing clear ways to contribute or initially get involved, including 

ones that go beyond donations, was important and could create a space to learn, 

deepen relationships with these topics, and contribute in diverse and accessible 
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ways. Additionally, focusing on specific and tangible goals or making it clear how 

these actions could add up to broader and larger aims could help to encourage 

support.  

Storytelling and effective communications 

Throughout the focus groups, participants reflected on what stood out to them in 

the videos as well as more broadly in terms of communications that motivated or 

resonated with them. This subsection includes key themes from these reflections on 

communications that participants shared.   

Storytelling and building rapport 

Clear, personal and meaningful storytelling emerged as something that participants 

found particularly important and impactful. Particularly of interest to the more 

globally minded participants, all three of these focus groups indicated the 

importance of narrative and suggested that featuring a clear story could help to make 

messaging memorable, relatable, personable, shareable and compelling. For them, 

videos with a clear narrative were their favourite and some of them shared a desire 

to understand a broader context through these stories: to know clearly the context, 

problem, action and result. Providing this kind of background context may be 

especially important for participants who do not have as much prior knowledge 

about other countries or global issues, such as a Canada First participant who said 

they did not know much about other countries and found that impacted their 

experience of watching the campaign videos. Two groups also mentioned that they 

found that highlighting personal stories created opportunities to connect with people 

and build rapport, while sharing interesting information and context. 

Relatedly, participants in two groups suggested that including a regular host or 

narrator could create the opportunity to have an ongoing relationship or rapport 

with a consistent person, which could be a draw and point of connection. For 

instance, this person could provide framing around videos, such as by introducing 

the video or topic, providing information about how to get involved, sharing some 

context on the place or story, and potentially translating some elements. In terms of 

this relationship building, a few participants also mentioned the role of influencers 
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in this regard and how this was a way they could be introduced to topics, with social 

media being a potential space for ongoing engagement.  

Making connections and impacts clear  

Two groups discussed the importance of making personal-local-global connections 

clear to help make it more relatable and show why they or the audience more 

generally should care. These groups suggested drawing parallels between local and 

international initiatives or making clear connections between the audience’s 

potential existing interests and relationships in any messaging. For at least two of 

these globally minded groups, recognizing these links was something that connected 

them to global issues. 

Relatedly, in the survey as well as some of the focus groups, appreciation for the way 

that local initiatives were more visible, tangible and impacting one’s local community 

was discussed, which could make it easier to connect with initiatives as well as 

making the impacts clear. This may link to the skepticism above as one thing that 

emerged from the Canada First groups was the importance of making connections 

between their actions or donations and impacts clear. This includes understanding 

the original need and how it would be addressed in a sustainable way by this action 

or engagement, which participants highlighted as important. This made smaller and 

more focused projects, local projects or disaster relief initiatives more appealing to 

these Canada First groups. Some participants also expressed a desire to see data or 

a cost-benefit analysis or something similar to help them understand these potential 

impacts.  

In a similar line of thinking about local and global connections, a few participants 

(mostly in the Canada First groups) mentioned that it felt like global issues were often 

so large that it seemed pointless to engage with them as their contribution could not 

make a difference. For them, supporting a small, focused initiative or specific disaster 

relief was more appealing than supporting something more broad and large in scale 

as they felt that their contributions were more traceable and their impacts were more 

clear and tangible, while their actions felt pointless in the face of large scale issues 

(e.g. climate change, poverty alleviation). 
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Positive and engaging messaging  

Especially within the context of an ongoing pandemic, a couple of groups talked 

about how saturated they felt with bad news and fear-based messaging. For some 

participants, this also fit into a sense of distaste for older international development 

messaging styles that portrayed tragedy. In this regard, participants expressed 

appreciation for the campaign videos that displayed more positive, resilient and 

active approaches to the challenges presented. Additionally, while these groups 

acknowledged that a positive angle should not entirely gloss over challenges, 

messaging that provokes a degree of hope or inspiration, portrays good news, or is 

positive, “funny” or “cool” was more appealing to the participants who reflected on 

this. Relatedly, one group discussed campaigns and media that they found most 

engaging, suggesting that campaigns that featured play or fun activities (e.g. the ice 

bucket challenge) were most engaging to them. 

Considering the audience 

All of the globally minded groups talked about considering the intended audience for 

outreach, suggesting that tailoring the messaging and approach could help to reach 

and connect with the intended audience. For instance, creating connections with 

existing audience interests and using media platforms more frequently accessed by 

the target group was mentioned as potential routes for facilitating deeper 

engagement. This consideration may also affect language choices in presentations 

and communications, as well as how much context to provide as discussed above. 

Perhaps relatedly, one theme that emerged across four groups as a reason for 

interest in a country is either having family or friends from there, or having lived or 

visited there before, which could be a point of connection for audience engagement. 

Some groups also discussed creative forms of outreach and potential partnerships 

to engage specific audiences. One group suggested that partnering with local school 

groups, for example, could be a way for organizations to facilitate collective action by 

those schools or to run programs, which could be an opportunity for additional 

engagement and global citizenship education.  
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The Research in Context: Trends impacting public 

engagement 

Beyond these key findings, this research fits into a constellation of existing research, 

trends and findings relating to public engagement—including research on the 

impacts of COVID-19, donor and engagement trends, skepticism, information 

sources and the impacts of COVID on Canadian perceptions of international 

assistance. In this section, we discuss the literary context that relates to this research, 

reflecting on how it might reinforce, expand on and/or connect with existing 

research.  

Public engagement, international aid, and COVID-19 

COVID-19 has had a diverse range of local and global scale impacts, affecting 

individuals, communities and broader systems. Research on international 

cooperation and assistance, Canadian perspectives and shifts in these during COVID 

is ongoing, with trends both being reinforced and having new patterns emerge. For 

instance, preliminary research on the impacts of the pandemic on international aid 

suggests that it has accelerated some pre-existing trajectories and prompted 

additional emphasis on wellbeing, while also reinforcing self-interested reasons for 

aid.31 Other research throughout the pandemic has provided important perspectives 

into ongoing shifts in this field, including reports on Small and Medium 

Organizations’ (SMO) adaptations and best practices for organizational resilience;32 

research on Canadian perceptions of foreign aid spending during the pandemic;33 

and ongoing research exploring the sometimes conflicting motivations, priorities and 

 
31 Stephen Brown, “The Impact of COVID-19 on Development Assistance,” International Journal 76, 

no. 1 (March 2021): 42–54, https://doi.org/10.1177/0020702020986888.  
32 Andrea Paras et al., “Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on SMO Adaptation and Resilience,” Spur 

Change 2021,  https://icn-rcc.ca/wp-content/uploads/ACGC_SMO-Report-2021_EN.pdf  
33 Abacus Data, “Detailed Results: National Survey on Canadians’ Views on Foreign Aid Spending,” 

2020, cansfe.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CanWaCH-Report-October-2020_TC-UPDATED.pdf, 34. 

This report also included specific framings around international assistance that are most effective 

for different audiences, which may be of interest to support communication strategies.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0020702020986888
https://icn-rcc.ca/wp-content/uploads/ACGC_SMO-Report-2021_EN.pdf
https://cansfe.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CanWaCH-Report-October-2020_TC-UPDATED.pdf
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perceptions of Canadians regarding aid programs.34 Recent trends in the Canadian 

general public’s perceptions of threats to Canada also have been surveyed and 

suggest that climate change, future pandemics and shifting dynamics with China are 

key topics of concern.35 

While not a focus of our research, some participants expressed that they were more 

supportive of specific and narrowly focused projects or disaster and crisis relief, 

rather than ongoing or more general initiatives. This observation matches with a 

broader trend of the majority of Canadians being most supportive of specific actions 

and emergency relief when it comes to international assistance. For instance, a 2020 

study by Abacus Data found that slightly over half of Canadians (51%, including 54% 

of British Columbians) supported a proposal to reduce official development 

assistance (ODA) in order to focus more on “humanitarian or emergency relief,” with 

less than a quarter opposing this proposed reduction (23% of Canadians or 16% of 

British Columbians).36 This research also suggests that Canadians are less supportive 

of general ODA, but “highly supportive of Canadian involvement in specific issues” 

and actions.37 These findings are also similar to research on donor habits in the 2018 

Angus Reid study which suggest that most donors (56%) respond to crises or 

spontaneous calls to action, but that planned and regular donations are larger on 

average.38  

Still, the Abacus Data study found that Canadians were in general supportive of 

Canada playing some role in international assistance. Further, it found that specific 

types of message framing were more popular with certain groups, indicating that 

overall, “a framework that highlights Canada’s role in assisting with specific 

groups/issues, and now, the importance of vaccinations for healthcare workers, is 

 
34 Henson et al., “Public Support for Canada’s Foreign Aid in the time of COVID-19,” January 21, 2021, 

online webinar recording, 1:13:08,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXobhecOSfs  
35 Richard Jenkins and David Coletto, “What Threats Do Canadians Perceive and What Is Canada’s 

Influence Around the World? Now vs. 2018,” Abacus Data, December 9, 2021, 

https://abacusdata.ca/global-threats-and-priorities.  
36 Abacus Data, “Detailed Results,” 23-24.  
37 Ibid, 4. 
38 Angus Reid, “Budget 2018 & foreign aid.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXobhecOSfs
https://abacusdata.ca/global-threats-and-priorities/
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likely the best approach” for message framings in favour of international 

assistance.39 This presents an interesting perspective on communications during the 

pandemic and suggests that certain approaches to framing and outreach could 

facilitate additional engagement with and support for international assistance 

initiatives. While public engagement includes more than donations and patterns of 

financial support, these observations may help to illuminate the kinds of global 

issues that Canadians are most inclined to engage or connect with and support.  

Research presented during a recent Inter-Council Network (ICN) webinar suggests 

that Canadian support for aid and poverty reduction is generally linked with 

perceptions of the causes of poverty.40 In this case, the belief that poverty is due to 

global exploitation or lack of access was linked to supporting aid spending, while 

blaming bad governance or those who are in poverty for their circumstances was 

linked to wanting to cut aid spending.41 In our research, similar links between beliefs 

were noted as well—specifically a connection between viewing Canada as having a 

responsibility to provide aid and being supportive of aid spending and between 

perceiving aid as effective and being supportive of it. Overall, these connections to 

external research reinforce the significance of the framings of and communications 

about international cooperation and assistance, including correlated views that can 

be encouraged, types of work that is most appealing to potential supporters, and 

framings that may encourage higher public engagement.  

Growing skepticism, distrust and misinformation 

The commonality of skepticism across the focus groups in this research aligns with a 

noted trend of growing skepticism and declining trust in government, media, 

businesses and NGOs amongst the Canadian general public.42 In fact, recent 

research has found trust in Canada to be at an all time low compared to research 

throughout the last seven years, especially in relation to the media and 

 
39 Abacus Data, “Detailed Results,” 35.  
40 Henson et al., “Public Support for Canada’s Foreign Aid in the time of COVID-19.” 
41 Ibid.  
42 “2021 Edelman Trust Barometer: Canada,” February 17, 2021, www.edelman.ca/trust-

barometer/edelman-trust-barometer-2021  

https://www.edelman.ca/trust-barometer/edelman-trust-barometer-2021
https://www.edelman.ca/trust-barometer/edelman-trust-barometer-2021
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government.43 Skepticism is varied and has been linked to a range of causes and 

meanings,44 with some suggesting that it is an essential part of critical thinking and 

science, while others suggest that it can be misused to encourage and reinforce 

existing ideologies.45 With the COVID-19 pandemic, further attention has been 

brought to this skepticism and its societal impacts, especially as it relates to science 

and vaccines.46  

In the international cooperation sector, this skepticism and gap in trust has 

contributed to concerns regarding international assistance and hesitancy towards 

further engagement, as reflected in our research. In a recent research presentation, 

results of a Canada-wide survey were shared that found that when asked to respond 

to the statement “most aid never gets to those who need it most,” about 60% of 

Canadians agree or strongly agree with the statement, while only about 10% 

disagree, suggesting a lack of trust in the effectiveness of aid getting to the intended 

recipients.47 Elsewhere, past research on charity donations in general has suggested 

that 37% of Canadians would donate more if they felt they knew how the money 

would be spent.48 In this previous research, a variety of factors were found to 

significantly correlate with high and low trust levels, including awareness of Canada’s 

 
43 Proof Strategies, “2022 Results Report: Proof CanTrust Index,” 2022, getproof.com/what-we-

do/cantrust/. Note that this report also includes findings on elements that encourage trust (e.g.  

having shared values with an organization), a provincial and generational breakdowns of results, 

different sources that are trusted more or less (e.g. family and friends) and suggestions to build 

trust.  
44 Bastiaan T. Rutjens et al., “Not All Skepticism Is Equal: Exploring the Ideological Antecedents of 

Science Acceptance and Rejection,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 44, no. 3 (March 2018): 

384–405, doi.org/10.1177/0146167217741314. 
45 E.g. Paul Frost et al., “Scientific certainty survival kit: How to push back against skeptics who 

exploit uncertainty for political gain,” The Conversation, January 3, 2022, 

theconversation.com/scientific-certainty-survival-kit-how-to-push-back-against-skeptics-who-exploit-

uncertainty-for-political-gain-173578.  
46 Bastiaan T. Rutjens et al., “Science Skepticism in Times of COVID-19,” Group Processes & Intergroup 

Relations 24, no. 2 (February 2021): 276–83, doi.org/10.1177/1368430220981415.  
47 Henson et al., “Public Support for Canada’s Foreign Aid in the time of COVID-19.” 
48 Charities Aid Foundation, “Canada Giving 2019,” March 2019, www.cafonline.org/docs/default- 

source/about-us-publications/caf-canada-giving-report-2019.pdf?sfvrsn=c77d9940_4, 14. 

https://getproof.com/what-we-do/cantrust/
https://getproof.com/what-we-do/cantrust/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167217741314
https://theconversation.com/scientific-certainty-survival-kit-how-to-push-back-against-skeptics-who-exploit-uncertainty-for-political-gain-173578
https://theconversation.com/scientific-certainty-survival-kit-how-to-push-back-against-skeptics-who-exploit-uncertainty-for-political-gain-173578
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220981415
https://www.cafonline.org/docs/default-source/about-us-publications/caf-canada-giving-report-2019.pdf?sfvrsn=c77d9940_4
https://www.cafonline.org/docs/default-source/about-us-publications/caf-canada-giving-report-2019.pdf?sfvrsn=c77d9940_4
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aid programs, age and how NGOs were framed.49 Still, Canadian NGOs, followed by 

international organizations and NGOs in other countries, were the most trusted in 

this regard.50 These considerations frame this research and suggest that Canadian 

NGOs might be best positioned to engage the Canadian public on these issues, while 

also suggesting a need for clear communications, transparency, and relationship and 

trust building to facilitate ongoing and deepening public engagement.51 

However, although it emerged as a barrier to engagement with global issues in the 

research, this growing skepticism is not entirely unfounded. In fact, misinformation 

is also growing—in social media and even within more mainstream or government 

media sources—and has been exacerbated by the pandemic.52 For instance, a 2020 

report by the University of Oxford’s Internet Institute found evidence of intentionally 

deceptive misinformation, or disinformation, being used by governments in over 80 

countries, including at least 48 countries using private firms to facilitate 

“manipulation campaigns.”53 Although that study’s methods have been critiqued (e.g. 

as potentially missing additional information),54 it suggests a context of 

disinformation and cultural distrust that goes beyond skepticism due to ideological 

beliefs. Overall, while more research is required to understand how to address this 

 
49 John-Michael Davis, et al., “In INGOs we trust? How individual determinants and the framing of 

INGOs influences public trust,” Development in Practice 30, no. 6 (2020): 809-824, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2020.1801593.  
50 Henson et al., “Public Support for Canada’s Foreign Aid in the time of COVID-19.”  
51 Tory Martin, “The Nonprofit Sector Has a Unique Opportunity to Build Public Trust,” Dorothy A. 

Johnson Center for Philanthropy, January 19, 2021, johnsoncenter.org/blog/the-nonprofit-sector-has-

a-unique-opportunity-to-build-public-trust/.  
52 Tej Heer et al., “Misinformation in Canada: Research and Policy Options,” Evidence for Democracy, 

May 2021, evidencefordemocracy.ca/sites/default/files/reports/misinformation -in-canada-evidence-

for-democracy-report_.pdf.  
53 Samantha Bradshaw et al., “Industrialized Disinformation: 2020 Global Inventory of Organized 

Social Media Manipulation,” Oxford, UK: Project on Computational Propaganda, Working Paper 

2021,  demtech.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/127/2021/01/CyberTroop-Report-2020-

v.2.pdf.  
54 Emily Briant, “The Grim Consequences of a Misleading Study on Disinformation: An influential 

study relies too heavily on news media reporting—which has only recently acknowledged the social 

media manipulation problem at all,” Wired, February 18, 2021, www.wired.com/story/opinion-the-

grim-consequences-of-a-misleading-study-on-disinformation/.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2020.1801593
https://johnsoncenter.org/blog/the-nonprofit-sector-has-a-unique-opportunity-to-build-public-trust/
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https://demtech.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/127/2021/01/CyberTroop-Report-2020-v.2.pdf
https://demtech.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/127/2021/01/CyberTroop-Report-2020-v.2.pdf
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kind of misinformation and distrust, this context seems to suggest that building 

ongoing relationships, supporting media literacy, encouraging critical thinking, 

vetting and sharing information carefully, recognizing the legacies and injustices 

intertwined with information access and knowledge production, and communicating 

positive impacts in clear, consistent, and transparent ways may be especially 

important to counter some of these challenging trends. 

Storytelling, information sources and target audiences 

While an in-depth review of storytelling and communication strategies is beyond the 

scope of this research, it seems important to note that the findings from this research 

on the importance of storytelling and narratives fit into a broader pattern around 

this topic. In particular, while research on stories and human responses to them is 

ongoing, storytelling has been noted as an effective, memorable, relatable, 

persuasive and meaningful way to communicate important information, build 

community and empathy, imagine possibilities, see things from different 

perspectives, share visions for the future and connect with others and their 

emotions, beliefs, actions and values.55, 56, 57, 58 Participants in this study discussed a 

similar experience and perspective, suggesting that they felt most connected to 

videos and communications that featured clear storytelling and personal narratives.  

In a similar theme of communications, participants reflected on the importance of 

having a target audience and how they felt that age, personal interests, and 

connections with their own experiences influenced the media that they engaged 

with. This is also a common suggestion for marketing and communications 

 
55 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (House of Anansi Press Inc., 2003). 
56 Christine Hennebury, “Storytelling is not just entertainment. It's a fundamental part of being 

human,” CBC News, March 29, 2020, www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/storytelling-

is-human-1.5511027. 
57 Susana Martinez-Conde, et al., “The Storytelling Brain: How Neuroscience Stories Help Bridge the 

Gap between Research and Society,” Journal of Neuroscience 39, no. 42 (2019): 8285-8290, doi: 

10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1180-19.2019.  
58 Wendy A. Suzuki, et al., “Dialogues: The Science and Power of Storytelling,” Journal of Neuroscience 

38, no. 44 (October 31,2018): 9468-9470, doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1942-18.2018.  

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/storytelling-is-human-1.5511027
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/storytelling-is-human-1.5511027
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strategies: choose a target audience and tailor messaging accordingly.59 While it is 

important to be critical of potential assumptions and harmful narratives when 

selecting an audience to focus on, choosing a specific target audience can help to 

communicate clearly and connect more deeply and effectively with that group.60, 61 

This kind of targeting can also help to ensure that appropriate communication 

outlets are used to connect with audiences. This was alluded to by participants in 

their comments around connecting with different generations through different 

media platforms or events. In this regard, recent research has found that most 

Canadians receive their news from TV, news websites, social media and print sources, 

with online sources growing in use.62 English-speaking Canadians primarily go to CBC 

News, CTV News and CNN when referencing online sources, and watch Global News, 

CTV News and CNN most commonly as TV news sources throughout the week. 

Facebook, YouTube and Facebook Messenger were the most commonly used social 

media and messaging tools.63 When broken down by gender, age and other 

demographics, other patterns emerge, such as TikTok being more popular amongst 

18-24-year-olds than older adults.64 In this regard, considering the potential interests 

 
59 Queens University of Charlotte, “Best Nonprofit Communication Strategies,” accessed March 4, 

2022, online.queens.edu/resources/article/nonprofit-communication-strategies/.  
60 Christine Ward, “Who Is Your Target Audience? Finding Your Nonprofit’s People,” Wired Impact, 

March 2, 2022, wiredimpact.com/blog/determine-your-nonprofits-target-audience/.  
61 Sarah Cornelisse, “Marketing Research Basics: Identifying Your Target Market,” PennState 

Extension, December 18, 2018, extension.psu.edu/marketing-research-basics-identifying-your-target-

market.  
62 Colette Brin, et al., “Digital News Report Canada: 2021 Data: An Overview,” Reuters Institute for 

the 

Study of Journalism, 2021, www.cem.ulaval.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/dnr21_can_eng.pdf,  18. 

Note that this is a more detailed breakdown of the study referenced below. It includes insights into 

the concerns and information sources for different groups of people in Canada, including various 

political views, regional areas, and generations.  
63 Colette Brin, “Canada,” in Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2021, eds. Nic Newman, Richard 

Fletcher, Anne Schulz, Simge Andı, Craig T. Robertson, and Rasmus Kleis Nielsen (Reuters Institute 

for the Study of Journalism, 2021), 118-119, reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-

06/Digital_News_Report_2021_FINAL.pdf.   
64 Anatoliy Gruzd and Philip Mai, “The State of Social Media in Canada 2020,” Ryerson University Social 

Media Lab, Version 5 (2020), doi: 10.5683/SP2/XIW8EW.  

https://online.queens.edu/resources/article/nonprofit-communication-strategies/
https://wiredimpact.com/blog/determine-your-nonprofits-target-audience/
https://extension.psu.edu/marketing-research-basics-identifying-your-target-market
https://extension.psu.edu/marketing-research-basics-identifying-your-target-market
https://www.cem.ulaval.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/dnr21_can_eng.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Digital_News_Report_2021_FINAL.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Digital_News_Report_2021_FINAL.pdf


British Columbia Council for International Cooperation  31 

and information sources of one’s target audience can be an important part of public 

engagement. 



Public Engagement Strategies: Research 

Applications 

Based on this research and its key findings, potential applications can be considered. 

It is important to note that this research has limitations and is intended as a prompt 

for reflection and consideration, rather than a conclusive indication of good 

practices. Still, these prompts can provide additional insight into how to increase and 

deepen engagement and global citizenship, especially amongst those less engaged. 

In this section, we draw on reflections from participants, personal experience, and 

secondary literature to share ten main potential applications for this research 

centered around four themes: storytelling, personal-global links, skepticism, and the 

audience.  

Feature Storytelling  

Center storytelling and personal narratives 

As discussed above, storytelling is a powerful and meaningful form of 

communication for people that is rooted in human culture and biology. This 

importance of storytelling also emerged as a theme within the focus groups, with 

clear and personal stories brought up as especially engaging and desirable for 

globally minded participants. These stories can be communicated in a variety of ways 

and can share context in a personal and memorable form, center the voices and 

relationships of those most affected, and highlight the challenges, actions and results 

of an initiative. Considering this, communicating information through stories and 

featuring storytelling and personal narratives seems to be a very effective way to 

connect with and engage one’s audience. 

Potential action: Communicate and present messages through stories and 

narratives that provide context and personal links. 
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Highlight stories that are positive and hopeful 

In this research, multiple participants spoke about a desire for messaging that 

included a sense of hope or possibility. While not wanting to ignore or sugar coat 

challenges, tragedy or fear-based messaging for these participants was something 

they often distanced themselves from and felt tired of and discouraged by, especially 

after over a year of pandemic news. Some news reports have suggested similar 

things, indicating that after two years of living in a pandemic, communications 

around COVID need to be tailored, honest, empathetic and focused on instilling 

hope,65 striving to give a full picture with good news too, even while recognizing 

challenges.66 In the context of international solidarity, hopeful messaging also aligns 

well with a strengths or assets-based approach.67 Relatedly, research on emotions in 

climate change communications has suggested that both hope and doubt may play 

a role in action, depending on the form these feelings take. In this case, hope that is 

based in a sense of collective action and possibility, and not false expectations, and 

doubt that is based in concern for the effectiveness of human actions and not 

fatalistic doubt was found to be most effective for action.68 Further, some research 

has suggested that positive messaging seems especially important for climate 

change skeptics, who seem to be more receptive to messaging that focuses on the 

positive impacts of action than awareness raising or risk mitigating communication 

approaches.69 However, overall research on this is mixed and the outcome of  

 

 
65 Zosia Bielski, “Nearly two years into pandemic, experts say messaging needs to evolve: Fear is out, 

hope is in,” The Globe and Mail, November 22, 2021, www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/ article-

nearly-two-years-into-pandemic-experts-say-messaging-needs-to-evolve/.  
66 Todd Newman et al., “COVID-19 public health messages have been all over the place – but 

researchers know how to do better,” The Conversation, April 14, 2021, theconversation.com/COVID-

19-public-health-messages-have-been-all-over-the-place-but-researchers-know-how-to-do-better-

150584.   
67 Vibrant Communities, “Asset-Based Community Development: At a Glance,” Tamarack Institute, 

accessed March 25, 2022, www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/guide-asset-based-community-

development-at-a-glance.  
68 Jennifer R. Marlon et al., “How Hope and Doubt Affect Climate Change Mobilization,” Frontiers in 

Communication 4, no. 20 (2019), doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2019.00020.  
69 Paul G. Bain et al., “Promoting pro-environmental action in climate change deniers,” Nature 

Climate Change 2, (2012): 600–603, doi: doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1532.  

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-nearly-two-years-into-pandemic-experts-say-messaging-needs-to-evolve/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-nearly-two-years-into-pandemic-experts-say-messaging-needs-to-evolve/
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-public-health-messages-have-been-all-over-the-place-but-researchers-know-how-to-do-better-150584
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-public-health-messages-have-been-all-over-the-place-but-researchers-know-how-to-do-better-150584
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-public-health-messages-have-been-all-over-the-place-but-researchers-know-how-to-do-better-150584
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/guide-asset-based-community-development-at-a-glance
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/guide-asset-based-community-development-at-a-glance
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1532
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messaging and evoking different emotional responses likely depends on the specific 

audience and is not the only factor that impacts behaviour.70 Still, considering that 

this trend primarily emerged amongst Canada First focus groups, this may suggest 

that featuring positive or hopeful messaging may be especially effective for engaging 

more skeptical or disengaged audiences.  

Potential action: Strive to feature messaging that instills a sense of hope or 

possibility for change, while recognizing the challenges that exist. 

Communicate narratives with evidence 

In this research, multiple groups mentioned an appreciation for seeing data and/or 

having a sense of the cost versus benefit of an initiative. This was further reflected in 

the comments of some participants, especially those in the Canada First group, who 

indicated that they preferred to support local initiatives because the results could be 

more easily seen, tracked and made tangible. In other literature, demonstrating and 

substantiating impacts has been noted as an important element of communication 

for non-profit organizations to build trust.71 

Potential action: Strive to feature data, cost transparency, clear impacts and other 

metrics in stories and broader communications. 

Facilitate Personal-Global Links and Action 

Provide diverse and clear channels for engagement 

Across most focus groups, participants expressed a desire for clear and easy ways to 

take the next step, learn more or get involved. In particular, participants indicated 

that they wanted clear calls to action that could start with a click (e.g. signing an 

online petition), as well as diverse ways to take action that were not simply making a 

donation. For some participants, this desire was linked to curiosity to learn what 

 
70 Kate Yoder, “Do we need more scary climate change articles? Maybe," Grist, February 16, 2021, 

grist.org/climate/do-we-need-more-scary-climate-change-articles-maybe.  
71 Independent Sector, “Trust in Civil Society: Understanding the factors driving trust in nonprofits and 

philanthropy,” June 2020, independentsector.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Trust-in-Civil-Society-
62420.pdf, 25.  

https://grist.org/climate/do-we-need-more-scary-climate-change-articles-maybe/
https://independentsector.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Trust-in-Civil-Society-62420.pdf
https://independentsector.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Trust-in-Civil-Society-62420.pdf
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options were available to engage, and an interest in accessible next 

steps to become more engaged. For others, this was related to addressing 

skepticism, avoiding scams or finding ways to take action beyond donating. 

Considering these challenges and gaps, having clear and easy ways to take action, 

including options to engage beyond making donations, could potentially create more 

accessible opportunities to deepen engagement, build relationships and connect 

with a broader audience.   

This type of engagement diversification may also reach more people in an 

educational sense as well. For instance, frameworks such as the Universal Design for 

Learning (UDL),72 emphasize providing multiple means of engagement, 

representation, and action and expression to support diverse needs and learning 

styles; facilitate culturally, contextually and individually relevant engagement 

opportunities; and deepen meaningful engagement for all learners.73 While this 

approach is targeted at learning focused contexts, public engagement often includes 

educational components and providing multiple channels to engage and act could 

reach a broader audience and have similar benefits. Relatedly, while largely focused 

on public participation in decision making processes, the International Association 

for Public Participation (IAP2) provides a framework and continuum of engagement 

that is linked to various forms of action, such as using social media when informing 

or facilitating a town hall or workshop when consulting.74 These frameworks and 

research findings emphasize the importance of having diverse ways to engage, while 

also providing potentially useful tools for furthering public engagement. 

Potential action: Work towards having multiple channels for engagement available 

where people can engage in diverse ways. Additionally, make opportunities to take 

action and any “calls to action” very clear.  

 
72 Allison Posey, “Universal Design for Learning (UDL): A teacher’s guide,” Understood, accessed 

March 7, 2022, www.understood.org/articles/en/understanding-universal-design-for-learning.    
73 CAST, “The UDL Guidelines,” accessed March 7, 2022, udlguidelines.cast.org/.  
74 Tamarack Institute, “Index of Community Engagement Techniques,” accessed on January 25, 2022, 

www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/index-of-community-engagement-techniques.  

https://www.understood.org/articles/en/understanding-universal-design-for-learning
https://udlguidelines.cast.org/
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/index-of-community-engagement-techniques
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Make it clear how tangible impacts add up to more abstract goals  

As presented above, some participants expressed the feeling that it was pointless  

to engage with global issues as they are too large to affect, and that smaller and more 

tangible goals were easier to understand and affect than broader or more abstract 

aims (e.g. climate change mitigation). Considering this, making it very clear how 

smaller initiatives contribute to larger goals or how large goals are being worked 

towards in tangible, step-by-step ways may be important, especially for groups that 

are more doubtful of international assistance and cooperation work.  

Similarly, some social change frameworks suggest working towards clear and 

measurable strategic goals that are nested steps in a “mountain top” goal that is not 

achievable in one attempt.75 For instance, a mountain top goal might be a large-scale 

issue, such as ending poverty or addressing climate change, that is important yet may 

not be directly addressable; a strategic or nested goal would be a more measurable 

goal that contributes to this higher aim, such as a university divesting its endowment 

from the fossil fuel industry as a step towards addressing climate change. The links 

between these smaller steps and the larger goal would then be communicated by a 

theory of change.76, 77 Drawing on these findings and existing frameworks, making 

and communicating clear connections between an organization’s work, an 

individual’s engagement with them, the specific goals they are acting on and the 

broader systemic goals this is contributing to may be important in communicating 

the value, trustworthiness and transparency of an organization, as well as the role 

the public can play in its mission and goals. 

 
75 Marshall Ganz, “Organizing: People, Power, Change,” The Commons: Social Change Library, 2014, 

commonslibrary.org/wp-content/uploads/Organizers_Handbook.pdf, 34.  
76 Laura Gaaysiigad Cuthbert, “Strategy for Complex Problems” (workshop presentation, RADIUS 

Fellowship, Vancouver, BC, March 10, 2020). 
77 A theory of change communicates the understanding of how change occurs that underlies an 

initiative. In the words of Organize BC’s handbook, “A theory of change sums up how what we do will 

result in the change that we want.” This theory can act as a framework to communicate how actions 

lead to change and the pathways that can achieve this goal. It can also acknowledge and outline the 

assumptions and paradigms underlying an initiative, and act as an important tool for reflection and 

communication. For more information, see the Glossary in Appendix B.  

https://commonslibrary.org/wp-content/uploads/Organizers_Handbook.pdf
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Potential action: Ensure that initiatives are communicated in a way that makes the 

connections between individual actions, small-scale initiatives and potential larger 

systems change clear. 

Address Skepticism  

Build relationships, trust, and rapport  

Building relationships, rapport and trust emerged in response to the common 

themes of skepticism in this research, and in participant’s reflections on their own 

relationships with information and communications. For instance, the importance of 

trusting relationships was reflected in participants’ feelings of trust towards 

information when they felt a familiarity and relationship with the place, people (e.g. 

family, friends) or organization where the information was shared from. This aligns 

with other research that suggests that among non-profits at least, people feel more 

trusting towards organizations that they have a personal connection with.78 

Additionally, some participants talked about influencers or a regular video host or 

narrator as a way that they could feel a sense of rapport and feel more connected 

with information and narratives.  

While an in-depth review of the significance of trust and what it means and how to 

support it is beyond the scope of this research, it has been noted as key to the non-

profit and charitable sector.79 Additionally, listening and public engagement can 

contribute to building relationships and trust,80 and trust may take many different 

forms in this regard—such as “specific” trust with an organization, “dispositional” 

trust of a person’s tendencies in general, or “institutional” trust towards a sector at 

 
78 Ibid.  

79 Jasmine Chananna, "Understanding Trust in the Charitable Sector - Part 1: An Exploration,” Imagine 

Canada, September 30, 2018, www.imaginecanada.ca/en/360/understanding-trust-charitable-sector-part-
1-exploration.   
80 Trustraising, “Listening To Your Supporters: How To Build A Community Of Trust,” June 11, 2021, 

trustraising.org/trustraising/building-a-community-of-trust.   

https://www.imaginecanada.ca/en/360/understanding-trust-charitable-sector-part-1-exploration
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large.81 In cases where an organization is not broadly known, branding and non-

profit accountability strategies have been suggested as key ways to create positive 

contact points and start to build good relationships with a larger public.82 This also 

relates to perceptions of integrity (being honest) and purpose (trying to have a 

positive impact), which has been noted as one of four key elements of trust for non-

profits—in addition to ability and dependability.83  

However, it is important to consider the nuance of what trust and relationships really 

mean, and recognize their importance, meaningfulness and value in and of 

themselves—and not just a means to an end. Further, meaningful relationships have 

been noted by some as key parts of decolonial processes, including moving away 

from extractive colonial tendencies, enacting practices of care, listening and 

remedying harms, cultivating solidarity and striving for a desirable present and 

future.84, 85, 86 Considering these factors, relationships can be seen as central and 

essential components of good practice and public engagement, while also important 

to value in and of themselves. 

Potential action: Strive to build meaningful relationships, rapport, and trust with 

individuals, target audiences, and broader communities. Consider organizational 

practices, communications strategies, and accountability and relational practices to 

support this.  

 
81 Jasmine Chananna, "Understanding Trust in the Charitable Sector - Part 2: Building Trust,” Imagine 

Canada, October 14, 2018, www.imaginecanada.ca/en/360/understanding-trust-charitable-sector-part-2-
building-trust.   
82 Annika Becker, “Trust in the Nonprofit Domain: Towards an Understanding of Public’s Trust in 

Nonprofit Organizations,” IntechOpen Limited, November 14, 2021, doi: 10.5772/intechopen.100636.  
83 Jasmine Chananna, "Part 2: Building Trust.” 
84 Harsha Walia, “Decolonizing together: Moving beyond a politics of solidarity toward a practice of 

decolonization,” Briarpatch Magazine, January 1, 2012, 

briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/decolonizing-together.   
85 Hailey Vidler et al., “Rethinking Public Engagement Approaches through a Decolonial, Anti-racist, & 

Feminist Lens” (online webinar, Inter-Council Network, March 25, 2022).  
86 Aniqah Zowmi et al., “Re-Imagining the Leave No One Behind pledge of the 2030 Agenda,” (online 

presentation, Together Ensemble Conference, British Columbia Council for International 

Cooperation and VIDEA, March 3, 2022).  

https://www.imaginecanada.ca/en/360/understanding-trust-charitable-sector-part-2-building-trust
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Consider project goals and focus energies  

As mentioned above, while skepticism may be rooted in a lack of trust or 

understanding, it can also be a means of justifying existing ideologies without 

meaningfully engaging with different perspectives or reflecting on established 

beliefs.87 Within this research, while most participants seemed somewhat interested 

in and open to the work of BCCIC and its members, some respondents indicated 

strong oppositional views that they felt committed to and renewed passion for after 

this interaction. For instance, one survey respondent expressed their distaste at the 

“scamdemic” (COVID-19 pandemic) that the videos referred to, while another 

mentioned that they felt renewed motivation in opposition to this kind of 

international solidarity and social justice work and indicated that they felt personally 

threatened by it.  

In response to this kind of skepticism or polarization, some organizing tools and 

frameworks, such as the Spectrum of Allies, suggest that when trying to activate a 

base of support, activating those who are passively supportive or neutral on a topic 

will be more effective in engaging support.88 For instance, in the realm of climate 

action, the majority of people in Canada support action and only a small percentage 

of the population continue to deny climate change.89 Considering this, some scholars 

and organizers have suggested that effective action is not about convincing every 

climate change denier so much as activating and empowering those who care,90 such 

as those who may be passively supportive yet not taking action due to feelings of 

overwhelm or hopelessness for instance.91  

 
87 Paul Frost et al., “Scientific certainty survival kit.” 
88 Nadine Bloch, “Spectrum of allies,” Beautiful Trouble, accessed on March 11, 2022, 

commonslibrary.org/spectrum-of-allies/.  
89 David Coletto, “What do Canadians think about climate change and climate action?,” Abacus Data, 

October 28, 2021, abacusdata.ca/climate-change-cop26-canada/.  
90 Naomi Klein, “How to Fix Climate Deniers,” interview by David Pakman, David Pakman Show, 

Youtube, March 10, 2021, www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ylrTxLoSU8.  
91 Grace Nosek, “Moving Climate Anxiety to Action: A Showcase and Conversation,” (online 

presentation, CityHive, March 9, 2022).  
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Nonetheless, it is arguably still important to engage with those who are more 

skeptical or oppositional to a message or an initiative. However, it seems important 

to note that when deepening public engagement and global citizenship is the goal, 

this engagement will likely take more energy, resources and targeted messaging if 

choosing to engage with more skeptical or confrontational groups. The results and 

needs of this approach will also likely differ depending on the project goals and  

intentions—for instance, a goal to provoke participant reflection will likely require 

different approaches than a goal to inspire active engagement such as volunteering 

or voting for a cause. 

Potential action: Consider what the goals of an engagement project are and 

consider who should be and/or could be engaged with this. For instance, decide if 

you are trying to engage with those who have no prior experience or no belief in 

these systems, to activate an existing supportive group, or to encourage those who 

are maybe neutral or supportive in theory, but not in practice. For general messaging, 

consider focusing energies on groups that are likely to be receptive and able to more 

deeply engage.  

Consider the Audience 

Address existing knowledges and connections in messaging angles 

Another theme emerging from this research is the importance of meeting people 

where they are at in terms of awareness, interests and connections. For instance, 

one of the main reasons participants gave for their interest in another country was 

either having visited there before or having family, friends, and/or ancestry from that 

place. Further, a favourite video for some was the least favourite for others; these 

preferences seemed largely linked to personal preferences, interpretations, 

connections, existing knowledge and interests. Within a context of distrust and 

misinformation, this may even look like recognizing this distrust and importance of 

media literacy and meeting people where they are at with their skepticism and fears 

about the world. In this sense, finding connection points seems particularly 

important for creating effective public engagement strategies and building 

relationships.  
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Additionally, a variety of language and references were also noted across the focus 

groups, including “global citizen,” “first/third world,” “Global South/North,” and more. 

These various terms may suggest different levels of current awareness around these 

issues or existing knowledge that may be rooted in certain perceptions of the world. 

Perhaps relatedly, some participants in the Canada First group mentioned that they 

did not know much about other countries, such as the ones shown in the videos, and 

as a result, felt that they needed additional context and information in order to 

understand the situation and significance of the stories being shared. Providing this 

additional context could help to convey the impacts or meaningfulness of a narrative 

and also potentially disrupt assumptions that the audience may hold. Overall, 

considering the existing knowledges, points of connection and interest, and language 

accessibility for the target audience can be a central part of creating engaging 

communications.  

Potential action: Ensure that accessible language is used and strive to connect with 

and build on the existing knowledges, interests and personal connections of the 

target audience.  

Consider belief linkages and current concerns 

In the survey there was a significant relationship between believing that Canada has 

a responsibility to provide aid and wanting to spend more, as well as between 

believing that aid is effective and wanting to spend more. Additionally, while 

discussed in a variety of ways, education was a theme that participants across focus 

groups seemed supportive of and interested in. Beyond these results, elsewhere 

global climate change has been noted as a common and growing concern for 

Canadians, as well as healthcare/future pandemics and ending extreme poverty.92, 93, 

94 While these focuses likely will change over time and may lack detail due to large 

 
92 David Coletto, “ODA and Canadian Public Opinion,” interview by Nic Moyer, Development 

Unplugged Podcast, Cooperation Canada, ep. 2.8, April 8, 2020, cooperation.ca/development-

unplugged-s02e08-oda-and-canadian-public-opinion/.  
93 Richard Jenkins and David Coletto, “What Threats Do Canadians Perceive.” 
94 Angus Reid, “Federal politics: As concern over COVID-19 dissipates, other policy issues may 

dominate election debates,” Angus Reid Institute, June 11, 2021, angusreid.org/federal-politics-june-

2021/.  
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category groupings or exclusions, these trends can provide insight into potential 

messaging focuses and ways to highlight existing work that may resonate with the 

Canadian public. There is additional nuance to this as well with some research noting 

that many people who want to increase aid also say that Canada can’t afford it and 

that some people support international aid even when they are not convinced it gets 

to those who most need it,95 which was not captured in our research and may add 

complexity to these links. Further, depending on one’s target audience, additional 

considerations may need to be made to account for the interests of the target 

audience. For instance, while action on climate change is very popular within the 

Canadian public overall, it is not nearly as popular amongst Conservative voters as 

those who voted for other parties in 2019.96  Still, these findings suggest that there 

are overarching interests and concerns within the Canada public, linked beliefs that 

could be approached to help potentially shift views, and depending on the intended 

audience, themes that can be highlighted to encourage support.  

Potential action: Consider project goals and intended audience, and work to convey 

information through messaging angles that align with audience interests, linked 

beliefs and current concerns.  

Use a tailored approach to media platforms and applications 

As noted above, news and media platforms vary in popularity amongst Canadians, 

with certain sources being used more or less frequently in general and across 

generations and genders.97 A wide variety of information sources were noted by 

focus group members and multiple participants also mentioned the notion of using 

specific platforms to reach certain age groups, suggesting that reaching Millennials 

or younger generations especially may be something to consider. One participant 

also indicated that they found social media a good way to continue to get to know 

and engage with an organization, while platforms such as radio or television were 

where they might hear about these organizations to follow. In this regard, 

considering the intended target audience, the initiative’s goals, and how different 

 
95 Henson et al., “Public Support for Canada’s Foreign Aid in the time of COVID-19.” 
96 Abacus Data, “Detailed Results,” 46.  
97 Anatoliy Gruzd and Philip Mai, “The State of Social Media in Canada 2020.” 
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groups might interact with a media platform or outlet can be used to help shape an 

effective communication strategy.98 

Potential action: Consider the target audience and how different platforms might 

reach or impact them; use media outlets and platforms accordingly.  

  

 
98 For recent research on media platform trends in Canada see Colette Brin et al., “Digital News 

Report Canada: 2021 Data: An Overview,” Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 

www.cem.ulaval.ca/ wp-content/uploads/2021/06/dnr21_can_eng.pdf and Anatoliy Gruzd and Philip 

Mai, “The State of Social Media in Canada 2020,” Ryerson University Social Media Lab (2020), doi: 

10.5683/SP2/XIW8EW.  

https://www.cem.ulaval.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/dnr21_can_eng.pdf
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Closing Reflections 

 

In this report, we have brought together and analyzed original research, reflected on 

key findings, incorporated current and emergent literature and suggested potential 

applications. This research provides a glimpse into current perspectives of those not 

currently involved with global solidarity organizations and strives to support ongoing 

public engagement work. Further, this research contributes to a growing body of 

work around the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on international solidarity and 

global citizenship. While additional questions have emerged, such as how to best 

address growing skepticism and support solidarity and togetherness amidst a 

pandemic and mounting distrust, this creates future opportunities for learning, 

reflection and research. In the meantime, we hope and intend for this research, and 

the appended resources, to contribute to reflections and action to support globally 

minded initiatives and ultimately, a more socially and environmentally just future.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Additional Resources and Toolkits 

Storytelling and Social Change 

Organizing: People, Power, Change – Document  

A free, short book on organizing for social change and telling impactful stories. This 

resource is based on the work of Marshall Ganz, a leadership, organizing and social 

change researcher. Of particular relevance to this report are the content about 

storytelling (pages 9-14), building relationships and types of “nos” (pages 15 and 

17), communicating a theory of change with nested goals that contribute to an 

ultimate one (pages 33-35) and the worksheets in the appendices (pages 42-49). 

https://commonslibrary.org/wp-content/uploads/Organizers_Handbook.pdf  

https://commonslibrary.org/organizing-people-power-change/  

 

Youth Activist Toolkit – Document 

Contains an entire section on narratives, social media and storytelling, as well as 

some similar organizing strategies the Organize BC toolkit above (see especially 

pages 22-28). https://advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/ 2019/04/Youth-

Activist-Toolkit.pdf  

 

Storytelling for Social Change – Free course 

A free course through edX University of Michigan, this course is self-paced and 

contains approximately 5-15 hours of videos, discussion prompts, texts and other 

resources. https://www.edx.org/course/storytelling-for-social-change#  

 

The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative – Podcast  

The 2003 CBC Massey Lecture series by Dr. Thomas King on the power and 

importance of storytelling.  

https://commonslibrary.org/wp-content/uploads/Organizers_Handbook.pdf
https://commonslibrary.org/organizing-people-power-change/
https://advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Youth-Activist-Toolkit.pdf
https://advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Youth-Activist-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.edx.org/course/storytelling-for-social-change
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https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-

stories-a-native-narrative-1.2946870  

 

Long Story Short #8: The do's and don'ts of global development storytelling – 

Podcast  

A 30 minute podcast made by Devex journalism group about storytelling for global 

development. As they summarize: “Do: Know your audience, let individuals tell their 

stories, tap into the universality of the human experience. Don't: Reinforce the 

white savior narrative, romanticize poverty, oversimplify. Devex Associate Director 

of Communications Carine Umuhumuza shares her top tips for creating 

engagement-worthy content in the era of social media.” 

https://soundcloud.com/devex-intl/long-story-short-8-the-dos-and-donts-of-global-

development-storytelling 

 

Community Organizing Toolkit – Document  

A youth-made resource of definitions and frameworks for social change 

movements. https://ubcclimatehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Introduction-

of-Community-Organizing-Toolkit.pdf  

 

Impact storytelling toolkit – Document 

A summary of storytelling suggestions and steps. https://www.keela.co/lp/impact-

storytelling-toolkit  

Connections, Actions and Scales: Making personal-global 

links 

Index of Community Engagement Techniques – Document 

A resource by the Tamarack Institute on different forms of public engagement 

across different engagement levels. www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/index-of-

community-engagement-techniques  

 

 

Virtual Engagement Resource Centre for All – Website  

https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative-1.2946870
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/the-2003-cbc-massey-lectures-the-truth-about-stories-a-native-narrative-1.2946870
https://soundcloud.com/devex-intl/long-story-short-8-the-dos-and-donts-of-global-development-storytelling
https://soundcloud.com/devex-intl/long-story-short-8-the-dos-and-donts-of-global-development-storytelling
https://ubcclimatehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Introduction-of-Community-Organizing-Toolkit.pdf
https://ubcclimatehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Introduction-of-Community-Organizing-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.keela.co/lp/impact-storytelling-toolkit
https://www.keela.co/lp/impact-storytelling-toolkit
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/index-of-community-engagement-techniques
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/index-of-community-engagement-techniques
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https://wiki.gccollab.ca/Virtual_Engagement_Resource_Centre_for_All  

 

Digital Engagement Toolkit: Research and Findings for fostering Global Citizenship 

and Solidarity in Canada’s International Cooperation Sector 

A how-to resource by the BCCIC resource on digital public engagement campaigns 

for global citizenship and solidarity, particularly in the time and context of COVID-

19. 

Addressing Skepticism  

Misinformation in Canada Research and Policy Options – Document 

A 2021 report by Evidence for Democracy and funded by the Canadian government 

on misinformation in Canada. https://evidencefordemocracy.ca/sites/ 

default/files/reports/misinformation-in-canada-evidence-for-democracy-report_.pdf   

 

Trust in Civil Society – Document 

A 2020 US report reflecting on aspects impacting trust in nonprofits.  

https://independentsector.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Trust-in-Civil-Society-

62420.pdf  

 

Making Sense of Climate Science Denial – Free course 

While this course is primarily focused on climate change, it includes two units about 

responding to denial and may be of interest to those addressing skepticism. It is 

offered by the University of Queensland through edX. 

https://www.edx.org/course/making-sense-of-climate-science-

denial?index=product&queryID=e63a954d50117ae7666de689f7415909&position=1  

 

Engagement in a Time of Polarization – Free course 

This course is about polarization and is offered by Davidson College through edX. It 

is not currently active, but its materials are available for free through the website.  

https://www.edx.org/course/engagement-in-a-time-of-

polarization?index=product&queryID=55fbba7df49a70c48c6db1e29a48babf&positi

on=6  

https://wiki.gccollab.ca/Virtual_Engagement_Resource_Centre_for_All
https://evidencefordemocracy.ca/sites/default/files/reports/misinformation-in-canada-evidence-for-democracy-report_.pdf
https://evidencefordemocracy.ca/sites/default/files/reports/misinformation-in-canada-evidence-for-democracy-report_.pdf
https://independentsector.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Trust-in-Civil-Society-62420.pdf
https://independentsector.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Trust-in-Civil-Society-62420.pdf
https://www.edx.org/course/making-sense-of-climate-science-denial?index=product&queryID=e63a954d50117ae7666de689f7415909&position=1
https://www.edx.org/course/making-sense-of-climate-science-denial?index=product&queryID=e63a954d50117ae7666de689f7415909&position=1
https://www.edx.org/course/engagement-in-a-time-of-polarization?index=product&queryID=55fbba7df49a70c48c6db1e29a48babf&position=6
https://www.edx.org/course/engagement-in-a-time-of-polarization?index=product&queryID=55fbba7df49a70c48c6db1e29a48babf&position=6
https://www.edx.org/course/engagement-in-a-time-of-polarization?index=product&queryID=55fbba7df49a70c48c6db1e29a48babf&position=6
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Considering the Audience  

Digital News Report Canada 2021: An Overview – Document  

A report outlining current trends in Canadian media consumption.99 

https://www.cem.ulaval.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/dnr21_can_eng.pdf  

 

Spectrum of Allies Resource – Website 

A short article summarizing the spectrum of allies and how to apply it to mobilize 

support. https://beautifultrouble.org/toolbox/tool/spectrum-of-allies/ or 

https://commonslibrary.org/spectrum-of-allies/  

 

Spectrum of Allies Guide – Document  

A two-page summary of the spectrum of allies and how to respond to and engage 

people who are neutral about, supportive of, or in opposition to a cause.  

https://www.powershift.org/resources/spectrum-allies  

 

350 Organizing Resources – Website  

Resources and worksheets around activating and organizing a base of support, 

including using the spectrum of allies and more. 

https://trainings.350.org/topics/organising/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
99 Colette Brin, et al., “Digital News Report Canada: 2021.” 

https://www.cem.ulaval.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/dnr21_can_eng.pdf
https://beautifultrouble.org/toolbox/tool/spectrum-of-allies/
https://commonslibrary.org/spectrum-of-allies/
https://www.powershift.org/resources/spectrum-allies
https://trainings.350.org/topics/organising/
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Appendix B: Glossary and List of 

Abbreviations 

Abbreviations 

BCCIC 

British Columbia Council for International Cooperation. 

ICN 

Inter-Council Network. 

2SLGBTQIA+ 

Two-Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual/aromantic, and the 

many gender identities and sexualities that people hold beyond cisgender and 

heterosexual. 

UN 

United Nations.  

UNESCO 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

Glossary 

Canada First 

“Canada First” describes a nationalistic attitude towards international cooperation 

and global issues that prioritizes the needs and interests of Canada and Canadian 

citizens over other global needs. In this report, this specifically refers to a target 

group that believes that international assistance is not effective and Canada should 

spend less on and does not have a responsibility to provide international 

assistance. This is based on the 2018 Angus Reid categorization which suggested 
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those who were more “hopeless” or “doubtful” about international assistance and 

solidarity were more likely to have a “Canada First” perspective.100  

Global citizenship  

Global citizenship can broadly be defined as a global community mindedness and 

responsibility that informs one’s understanding of their positionality and inspires 

action and collaboration with others for justice and peace.101 There are many 

definitions and applications of global citizenship, as well as critiques of the term – 

including that it contributes to patterns of white supremacy, universalism, 

colonialism, imperial entitlement, and other inequities.102 As a result, it is important 

to consider its specific use context and apply a critical and reflexive lens to its use 

and enactment. 

Global citizenship education 

Global citizenship education works to engage and develop participants as global 

citizens—socio-emotionally, cognitively, and behaviorally—and strives to foster a 

sense of a global community103 and of a “social responsibility to act for the benefit 

of all societies”104  

Public engagement 

Public engagement can be defined as “those activities and processes which enable 

individuals and organizations to traverse along a continuum from basic 

understanding of international development practices and the underlying principles 

directing those practices, through to deeper personal involvement and informed 

action on sustainable human development around the world.”105 

 
100 Angus Reid, “Budget 2018 & foreign aid.” 
101 Oxfam, “What is Global Citizenship?” 
102 Debra D. Chapman et al., “Global Citizenship as Neoliberal Propaganda: A Political-Economic and 

Postcolonial Critique,” Alternate Routes: A Journal of Critical Social Research 29, no. 1 (2018): 142-166, 

www.alternateroutes.ca/index.php/ar/article/view/22450.  
103 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
104 United Nations: Academic Impact. 
105 Inter-Council Network, “Effectively Engaging Canadians as Global Citizens.” 

http://www.alternateroutes.ca/index.php/ar/article/view/22450
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Theory of change 

A theory of change communicates the understanding of how change occurs that 

underlies an initiative. In the words of Organize BC’s handbook, “A theory of change 

sums up how what we do will result in the change that we want.”106 This theory can act 

as a framework to communicate how actions lead to change and the pathways that 

can achieve this goal. It can also acknowledge and outline the assumptions and 

paradigms underlying an initiative,107 and act as an important tool for reflection and 

communication.108 

 
106 Marshall Ganz, “Organizing: People, Power, Change,” 31.  
107 Global Affairs Canada, “Results-Based Management for International Assistance Programming at 

Global Affairs Canada: A How-to Guide,” 2016, www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/assets/pdfs/ 

funding-financement/results_based_management-gestion_axee_resultats-guide-en.pdf.  
108 Global Hive, “How Change Happens,” accessed March 29, 2022, global-hive.ca/hub/3.  

https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/assets/pdfs/funding-financement/results_based_management-gestion_axee_resultats-guide-en.pdf
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/assets/pdfs/funding-financement/results_based_management-gestion_axee_resultats-guide-en.pdf
https://global-hive.ca/hub/3
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