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Introduction

PROJECT  
OBJECTIVE

As with many places across 
the country, the Ecology 
Action Centre has witnessed 
an increase in questions and 
concerns around addressing 
the climate crisis, specifically 
relating to renewable ener-
gy projects in Nova Scotia. 
Through our deep canvassing 
project, we hoped to build a 
closer connection with com-
munities and individuals to 
better understand the barriers 
and concerns people have 
when supporting the transition 
to renewable energy through 
a more understanding point 
of view. 

A deep canvassing project 
takes a lot of human capital 
to conduct. We were very ex-
cited to engage our volunteer 
network in the project, and 
the pilot was successful due to 
the significant participation of 
volunteers through all phases 
of the project.

WHAT IS DEEP 
CANVASSING? 

Deep canvassing is a com-
munity engagement strategy 
rooted in meaningful and 
empathetic conversations, 
grounded in lived experi-
ences and storytelling, with 
the goal of broadening an 
individual’s perspective on 
a given topic. In contrast 
to conventional canvass-
ing approaches that may 
exacerbate polarization, 
deep canvassing employs 
a longer-form conversation 
style that focuses on build-
ing a personal connection 
between the participant and 
the canvasser. This connec-
tion facilitates sharing lived 
experiences related to the 
topic, fostering a mutual un-
derstanding of the canvass-
er’s message. As participants 
reflect on their perspectives 
throughout this process, they 
often identify flaws in their un-
derlying assumptions, resulting 
in a more nuanced under-
standing of the subject.

Through deep canvassing, 
our objective was to cultivate 
empathy, respect, and com-
prehension by nurturing con-
nections, ultimately aiming to 
inspire positive change and 
foster increased collabora-
tion. This approach emphasiz-
es the importance of building 
relationships and engaging 
in thoughtful dialogue to facil-
itate genuine understanding 
and constructive outcomes.

IT’S IN OUR POWER 
CAMPAIGN

In 2023, the Ecology Action 
Center (EAC) launched the 
It’s in Our Power campaign to 
build support for the prov-
ince’s transition to a clean 
electricity grid. As part of this 
campaign, we investigated 
a new type of community 
engagement method known 
as deep canvassing, which 
uses active listening and 
empathetic and meaningful 
dialogue to build connections 
and understanding between 
individuals with opposing 
viewpoints. Initially developed 
for use with social justice 
movements in the United 
States, deep canvassing 
has recently been adapted 
for use around climate and 
environmental issues. Building 
on the work completed by 
organizations such as Neigh-
bours United and People’s 
Action, we investigated the 
effectiveness of the tactic in 
rural Nova Scotia in hopes 
of gaining a better under-
standing of the concerns and 
barriers which come up for 
people around Nova Scotia’s 
transition to 100% clean elec-
tricity in Nova Scotia.
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= 1 conversation

Methodology

LOCATION

Deep canvassing is a loca-
tion-based tactic that uses 
local identity and commu-
nity-based stories to con-
nect people with an issue. 
Following recommendations 
from past deep canvassing 
projects, we began doing 
some research and speaking 
to community members and 
contacts in Nova Scotia to 
select a focus town or region 
for our deep canvassing 
efforts. In the experience 
of Neighbours United, who 
have done a deep canvass-
ing project centered on the 
energy transition in rural BC, 
they recommended thinking 
about past and current iden-
tity of community and had 
worked in a community with a 
history and identity engrained 
in the resource extraction 
industry, one that has dealt 
with environmental issues in 
the past and has a connec-
tion to energy production. 
After careful consideration, 
we focused our canvassing 
efforts on the community of 
Stellarton and the broader 
Pictou County area.

Stellarton has a rich history 
in industry, specifically coal 
mining. Dating back to the 
nineteenth century, coal 
mining has long shaped the 
community’s identity, culture, 
and economy. Because of 
this, many people in the com-
munity have a close relation-

While our efforts focused on 
Pictou County, the project 
also deep-canvassed neigh-
bourhoods in the community 
of Eastern Passage. This was 
beneficial as it helped our 
many Halifax-based canvass-
ers gain experience in door-
to-door canvassing while also 
providing an urban commu-
nity comparison to which we 
could compare the results of 
the more rural communities of 
Pictou County.  

ship to this once prosperous 
and important industry, with 
many being descendants of 
former miners and mine work-
ers. While the mining industry 
in the region today is only 
a fraction of its former self, 
as the planet moves away 
from carbon-based energy 
sources, Stellarton maintains 
its strong connection to the 
industry, attempting to find 
new ways to preserve its heri-
tage, culture, and identity.
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DEEP CANVASSING 
SCRIPT

Our deep canvassing team 
adhered to a standardized 
script that served as the 
foundation for our conversa-
tions. The script was metic-
ulously crafted to establish 
a connection between the 
canvasser and the individ-
ual being canvassed. The 
development of the script 
was an iterative process that 
unfolded throughout our 
canvassing efforts. During this 
process, the script’s word-
ing, phrasing, and discussion 
topics underwent continual 
adjustments based on insights 
gained from ongoing can-
vasser experiences.

The script begins with an 
introduction designed to 
initiate building rapport 
between the canvasser and 
the participant. Following 
this, canvassers assess the 
participant’s initial viewpoint 
by asking them to position 
themselves on a scale of one 
to ten regarding their support 
for the renewable energy 
transition. This serves as a 
starting point to gauge indi-
viduals’ perspectives and at-
titudes. The script then guides 
the canvasser to investigate 
the reasoning for the partic-
ipant’s viewpoint. Through 
storytelling and active 
listening, the canvasser gains 
valuable insights into the 

specific worries and consid-
erations that the participants 
may have on the issue.

The script concludes by 
revisiting the initial ques-
tion, prompting the person 
being canvassed to place 
themselves once again on 
the scale of one to ten. This 
reflective approach encour-
ages participants to contem-
plate and articulate whether 
their stance has changed 
and, if so, the reasons behind 
this shift. The development of 
a structured script was instru-
mental in guiding our deep 
canvassing conversations 
and enhanced the effective-
ness of our canvassing efforts.

ENERGY TRANSITION DEEP CANVASSING PILOT    4 



Introduction & 
Building Rapport

SCRIPT SECTION

Establish an open and 
positive atmosphere that 
promotes sharing and trust.

PURPOSE

Included phrase at beginning of 
conversation stating we are not here to 
sell anything. (Version 2-6)

Adjusted rapport 
building questions 
(Version 1-6)

EXAMPLES OF MAJOR CHANGES

Obtain the participants 
viewpoint at the 
beginning and end of the 
conversation, each time 
asking why that scale 
rating works for them. 

How much do you support 
more government action 
to reduce the impacts of 
climate change on people? 
(Version 1-3)

Do you think the government 
should take more action to 
move us off fossil fuels and 
towards renewable electricity 
(like solar and wind)?  
(Version 4-6)

The storytelling section 
focused on sharing 
impactful community and 
climate stories to help the 
participant connect to the 
issue and for the canvasser 
to elicit any cognitive 
dissonance the participant 
may have between their 
view and climate change 
and/or renewable energy.

Used a pollution 
& waste 
success story to 
demonstrate 
effects of 
community 
action on 
reducing 
climate change 
impacts. 
(Version 1)

Demonstrated 
how 
community 
enacted 
change 
following a 
local tragedy 
story: the 
Westray Mine 
Disaster. 
(Version 2)

Tested local 
conservation 
efforts and 
community 
cleanup 
stories. 
(Version 3-4)

Replaced initial 
community 
identity story 
with prompt 
questions to elicit 
climate change 
related stories 
and concerns 
for renewable 
energy.  
(Version 6) 

This section was aimed 
at directly addressing 
the participants’ 
dissonance over the 
issue and their original 
viewpoint. Following 
this we addressed any 
outstanding concerns 
heard during the 
conversation.

Tested 
concerns 
section used 
by the Trail, 
BC Deep 
Canvassing 
project, 
changing only 
minor details. 
(Version 1-2)

Added concerns 
& barriers specific 
to the community’s 
we worked in. This 
included adding 
local stories and 
examples to 
address outstanding 
concerns.  
(Version 3)

Shortened 
section to 
include only 
three main 
barriers and 
concerns 
we had 
heard 
to date. 
(Version 4)

Added 
additional 
reoccurring 
barriers/
concerns, 
keeping 
as short in 
length as 
possible 
(Version 5-6)

We ended the script with a 
call to action which came 
in the form of a petition or 
a campaign to support.

Link to 
petition for 
the federal 
government 
to take 
stringent 
action in the 
development 
of its Clean 
Electricity 
Regulations. 
(Version 1)

Sign up to 
receive 
more 
information 
on the 
Ecology 
Action 
Centre & 
its projects. 
(Version 3)

A Letter 
to Target 
Campaign 
where 
we asked 
residents to 
write to their 
MPs regarding 
the transition 
to renewable 
energy. 
(Version 4-5)

Created 
a petition 
calling on 
the Provincial 
Government 
to take 
quicker action 
in transitioning 
the province 
to renewable 
energy. 
(Version 5-6) 

Initial & Final 
Scale Question

Storytelling

Make the Case 
& Addressing 
Concerns

The Ask
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PROJECT TIMELINE 

The development stage of 
this project began in Janu-
ary of 2023 when our deep 
canvassing team began re-
searching and exploring past 
deep canvassing techniques, 
attended consultations with 
groups like Neighbours Unit-
ed, and attended training 
workshops with People’s Ac-
tion’s Deep Canvass Institute. 
In March, we began our first 
round of volunteer canvasser 
recruitment followed by the 
development and implemen-
tation of our deep canvassing 
training program. Concurrent-
ly, we began developing a 
script to be used in Stellarton 
with our first in-person can-
vassing efforts occurring in 
early June. Acknowledging 
the constraints of our volun-
teers to travel to and from 
Stellarton, we began to focus 
our in-person canvassing 
efforts on the Halifax Regional 
Municipality community of 
Eastern Passage. Throughout 
July we had three canvassing 
outings in Eastern Passage. 

To make deep canvassing 
accessible to more poten-
tial volunteer canvassers, in 
August, we introduced phone 
canvassing using landline 
numbers purchased from 
Data Axel and employed the 
platform, Callhub to man-
age our calls. After a second 
round of volunteer canvasser 
recruitment, we hosted an 
updated version of our can-
vasser training program and 
began phone canvassing 
in October. Our deep can-
vassing efforts concluded on 
December 1, 2023, which was 
followed by data processing 
and reporting.  

DATA COLLECTION  
& ANALYSIS 

During our canvassing we 
collected both quantitative 
and qualitative information. 
During in-person canvass-
ing in Stellarton and Eastern 
Passage, canvassers re-
corded information such as 
street name and number, 
participant’s initial and final 
scale rating, and notes on 
the conversation such as 
barriers or concerns heard, 
reoccurring conversation 
and story topics, and general 
notes and thoughts on how 
each conversation went. 
Canvasser’s tracking sheets 
were collected following 
each canvassing outing, with 
further information collected 
during canvasser debriefs 
with a deep canvassing team 
staff member on the script’s 
effectiveness, emotions and 
feelings raised during each 
conversation, and overall 
canvasser thoughts on can-
vassing efforts. Apart from 
serving as a crucial method 
for gathering information, this 
also offered a safe and sup-
portive environment for can-
vassers to process emotions 
after their canvassing outings. 
During phone canvassing, 
similar information was also 
collected. The platform used 
to complete these calls 
allowed data to be collected 
and sorted through the plat-
form. Additionally, each call 
was recorded, each of which 
was reviewed, and additional 
information was gathered. 
Canvasser debriefs were also 
offered after phone canvass-
ing sessions.  
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17% moved up  
on the scale

10% moved up  
on the scale

13% Remained the same 
on the scale

  5% Remained the same 
on the scale

37% were a 10 on 
the scale

40% were a 10 on 
the scale

3% were a 0 on 
the scale

0% were a 0 on 
the scale

0% moved 
down on 
the scale

0% moved 
down on 
the scale

17% had 
no scale 
recorded

20% had 
no scale 
recorded

13% had no 
second scale 
recorded

25% had no 
second scale 
recorded

Results & Findings

IN PICTOU COUNTY 
after 30 Conversations

IN EASTERN PASSAGE 
after 20 Conversations

DEEP CANVASS 
PROGRAM IMPACT 

Persuasion Rate 
Indicator 

The key measurement used 
in deep canvassing conver-
sations to assess the effec-
tiveness of the campaign is 
the self-reported scale rating 
asked of the participant at 
the beginning and end of a 
deep canvassing conversa-
tion. Also known as the per-
suasion rate, this difference in 
rating can test the effective-
ness of the canvasser, and 
script, and acts as a before 
and after survey of how the 
deep canvassing conversa-
tion affected the participant. 
These internal metrics were 
not measured or compared 
with a control group and thus 
the results are considered 
generalized.  

During the project, we tested 
two different scale questions. 
In our first three major script 
iterations, we followed advice 
provided by Neighbours Unit-
ed and approached issues 
relating to renewable energy 
through the broad context 
of climate change, asking 
“How much do you support 
the government taking more 
action to reduce the impacts 
of climate change?”. We 
found the results of asking this 
question led to many people 
self-reporting they were a 10 
on the scale, however as the 
conversations progressed 

other concerns and barriers 
relating specifically to renew-
able energy were exposed. 
We opted to change this 
question in our fourth script 
iteration to directly ask about 
renewable energy, in hopes it 
would better reflect people’s 
hesitancy around supporting 
the energy transition and 
allow the canvasser to more 
easily identify concerns and 
barriers to address. We, there-
fore, changed the question to 
be, “How much do you sup-
port the government taking 
more action to move us away 
from coal and fossil fuels 
and onto renewable energy 
(such as wind and solar)?”. 
This question more effectively 
elicited barriers and specif-
ic concerns people faced 
when supporting the energy 
transition and helped get into 
more in depth conversations 
more effectively.
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84%
Emotional Connection in 
Total Conversations 

86%
Emotional Connection 
While In-Person 
Conversations 

80%
Emotional Connection 
While Phone Canvassing

50 re
sponses

10

20

30
40

42

25

17

In summary, out of the 50 
conversations we had with 
residents in both Pictou 
County and Eastern Passage, 
we had an overall positive 
persuasion rate of 14%. This 
value can be partially at-
tributed to our early stages of 
script development, and we 
did not obtain a first and/or 
second scale rating for 36% 
of conversations. Additional-
ly, 38% of our conversations 
were with participants who 
initially identified as a 10 or 
were fully supportive of the 
government taking more ac-
tion against climate change 
and transitioning the province 
to renewable energy. 

Both Eastern Passage and Pic-
tou County reported a similar 
number of participants who 
identify as a 10 on the scale 
question or in other words, 
were fully supportive of the 
government taking more ac-
tion. While data suggest that 

people in Pictou County were 
more likely to both move up a 
scale rating and also stay the 
same than their counterparts 
in Eastern Passage, this can at 
least in part be due to a high-
er proportion of conversations 
in Eastern Passage where we 
were not successful in getting 
through the full script, and 
therefore a second scale was 
not recorded.  

Participants That Took 
Action 
The next measure we used 
to test our deep canvassing 
efforts’ effectiveness was 
observing the number of 
participants who signed up 
to take action. At the end of 
our script, we trialed several 
different calls to action. These 
include a petition for the fed-
eral government to take more 
stringent action in developing 
its clean electricity regula-
tions, for participants to sign 
up to receive updates from 

our organization, asking peo-
ple to sign up and participate 
in a letter to target campaign 
around the province’s clean 
electricity transition, and a 
petition asking the provincial 
government to take more ac-
tion in transitioning the prov-
ince to renewable energy. 
Despite the variety of calls to 
action, the number of partic-
ipants who signed up to take 
action remained low through-
out the project. Overall, out 
of the 50 conversations we 
had, 13 participants, or 26% 
of participants signed up to 
take action by either signing 
a petition or to receive more 
information about our organi-
zation and/or campaign. 

Emotional Connection 
A deep canvassing conver-
sation is structured so that 
the canvasser can create an 
emotional connection with 
a participant. By making an 
emotional connection with 

a participant, they are more 
likely to open up to our can-
vassers, the first step in getting 
them to be more supportive 
of the government taking 
action despite their underlying 
concerns. This is done through 
sharing impactful stories of 
lived experiences instead of 
exchanging facts. Emotional 
connections were self-report-
ed by our canvassers when 
they felt they made a mean-
ingful connection to a partic-
ipant, where the participant 
was able to open up and 
share their own experiences. 
Our canvassers reported hav-
ing a high number of emotion-
al connections with partici-
pants, with 42 people or 84% 
of conversations reportedly 
making an emotional con-
nection with the participant. 
The number of emotional con-
nections made while phone 
canvassing (80%) was slightly 
less than those made while 
in-person canvassing (86%).
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58%
Pro-Renewable 
Energy 

26%
Open to 
Renewable Energy 8% 

Against Renewable 
Energy

40 responses

30

20

10

WHAT WE HEARD 
ABOUT RENEWABLE 
ENERGY

Stance on Renewable 
Energy 

When examining the effec-
tiveness of our overall deep 
canvas program, there were 
surprisingly few major differ-
ences observed between the 
30 conversations we had in 
Pictou County versus the 20 
conversations we had in the 
more urban community of 
Eastern Passage. However, 
this was not the case when it 
came to people’s stance and 
supportiveness for the govern-
ment to take more action to 
transition the province onto 
renewable energy. Located 
in the Halifax Regional Munic-
ipality, Eastern Passage was 
chosen as an urban compari-
son for conversations we had 
in rural areas of Pictou Coun-
ty. In Eastern Passage, we 
found that around 90% of the 

people we spoke with were 
fully supportive of renewable 
energy as a means of sup-
plying power to the province 
and another 10% were open 
to the idea. In the 20 conver-
sations we had in the com-
munity, no one expressed 
clear opposition to a transi-
tion to renewable energy. In 
comparison, while in-person 
canvassing in Stellarton and 
phone canvassing in com-
munities throughout Pictou 
County, we determined that 
only approximately 37% of 
participants were fully in favor 
of renewable energy and 
another 40% were open to it. 
As a result, 13% of participants 
expressed clear opposition 
to renewable energy with 
another 10% of participants 
having no clear stance.  

During our canvassing efforts 
in Eastern Passage, we found 
a notable increase in support 
for renewable energy com-
pared to our conversations 

in Pictou County. Overall, we 
found that on average 58% 
of the people we spoke to 
were supportive of renewable 
energy to power the province 
with another 28% of people 
open to the idea. In total, 
only 8% of people we spoke 
with were against renewable 
energy with another 6% of 
participants unsure of their 
stance.  

This data was subjective, 
derived from debriefs with 
canvassers and recordings, 
and based on key indicators 
such as willingness to support 
renewable energy, concerns 
and barriers mentioned 
during the conversation, and 
whether the participant took 
action by signing a petition 
or to learn more information. 
We also recognize that we 
have a small sample size but 
hope to use this initial data to 
inform further conversations 
and advocacy.
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Don’t Trust 
Government 
to Implement 

Transition

Solutions are 
Unrealistic and 

Lack of Trust 
in Technical 
Feasibility of 
Renewables

Overwhelmed by 
the Scope of the 

Problem or Climate 
Change is too Big 

of Problem

Job Loss and 
Change to 
Livelihood

Lack of 
Urgency

Concerns & Barriers to 
Supporting Renewable 
Energy 

A key component to this 
project and to developing an 
effective script was under-
standing the concerns and 
barriers that stop people from 
supporting renewable energy 
projects and the govern-
ment taking more action to 
transitioning the province to 
rely entirely on clean energy. 
These concerns and barriers 
ranged greatly, however 
could be classified into the 
following categories: 

•	 Concerned about 
personal financial 
cost 

•	  Lack of trust in 
government to 
oversee the transition 

•	  Unrealistic solutions: 
Do not trust the 
technical feasibility of 
renewable energy or 
clean technologies 

•	  Overwhelmed by the 
scope of the problem 

•	  Worried about job 
and livelihood loss 

•	  Lack of urgency  

The most common barrier 
preventing participants from 
supporting the transition to re-
newable energy was distrust 
in the government (this typ-
ically focused on provincial 
and federal governments, 
not local governments). This 
concern was brought up in 
approximately 34% of our 
conversations with partici-
pant’s main concerns being 
rural communities are typi-
cally left out of government 

care and that the govern-
ment only cares about its 
own interest and not about 
the cost and livelihoods of 
individuals. This concern fre-
quently appeared with con-
cerns of energy affordability 
and concerns for personal 
financial cost if the transition 
to renewable energy were 
to happen. This barrier was 
represented in 30% of the 
total conversations we had 
followed by a lack of trust 
in the technical feasibility 
of renewable energy and 
clean technologies which 
was represented in 24% of 
our total conversations.  

Similarly, regarding partic-
ipant’s overall stance on 
renewable energy, we also 
see a clear divide between 
the frequency at which bar-

riers/concerns are brought up 
in Pictou County and Eastern 
Passage. In the 30 conversa-
tions we had in Pictou County, 
lack of trust in the technical 
feasibility of renewable energy 
and clean technologies made 
up approximately 37% of con-
cerns heard, whilst in Eastern 
Passage this concern was 
recorded in 5% of the conver-
sations. Similarly, distrust in the 
government and concerns 
about personal financial cost 
were mentioned in 40% and 
33% of conversations respec-
tively in Pictou County but 
both were only heard in 25% 
of the conversations in Eastern 
Passage. Lastly, job and liveli-
hood loss were not recorded 
as a concern for residents 
in Eastern Passage but was 
heard in 20% of the conversa-
tions heard in Pictou County.
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The second most 
frequently heard 

concern about climate 
change was related to the 
increasing frequency and 
intensity of storms, voiced 
in 30% of our conversations 
overall. Interestingly, this 
concern was more prevalent 
in Pictou County (33%) than 
in Eastern Passage (25%). This 
discrepancy may be attribut-
ed to frequent mentions of 
worries about future hurri-
canes and flooding events, 
which have disproportionate-
ly affected Pictou County in 
recent years. Additionally, in 
Pictou County, we encoun-
tered more frequent con-
cerns about future air quality 
and pollution than in Eastern 
Passage. This was often tied 

WHAT WE HEARD 
ABOUT CLIMATE 
CHANGE 

The deep canvassing proj-
ect aimed at understanding 
people’s views on renew-
able energy, but it often led 
them to share concerns and 
sentiments related to cli-
mate change. Out of the 50 
conversations held in Eastern 
Passage and Pictou County, 
32% of individuals expressed 
general concern and anxiety 
about climate change. While 
this percentage may not ac-
curately represent the overall 
proportion of people worried 
about climate change, these 
sentiments were typically 
shared unprompted. The 
concern stemmed from a 
perceived lack of action in 
transitioning the province to 
renewable energy.

to negative views 
on air quality, specifically 

associated with the former 
coal-fired Trenton Generating 
Station and the Northern Pulp 
Mill.

Approximately 30% of our 
conversations brought forth 
opinions of frustration and 
worry over government inac-
tion on addressing climate 
change. This concern was 
disproportionately high, with 
65% of individuals in Eastern 
Passage expressing this view, 
compared to only 7% (or 
two conversations) in Pictou 
County. These percentag-
es align with the number of 
participants in each region 
expressing urgency for the 
government to take more ac-
tion on climate change and 
sentiments of distrust in the 
government’s ability to ad-
dress the problems at hand.

This general worry about cli-
mate change was not evenly 
distributed between the two 
communities. In Eastern Pas-
sage, where a higher number 
of participants agreed on 
the need for urgent action to 
address climate change and 
transition to clean sources 
of electricity, this concern 
was expressed in 55% of our 
conversations. In contrast, 
only 17% of residents in 
Pictou County expressed this 
general worry.
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The origins of deep canvass-
ing can be traced to its use on 
social justice issues in the Unit-
ed States, specifically around 
LGBTQ+ and labor rights. Using 
empathetic conversations 
and active listening, deep 
canvassing proved to be an 
effective means of changing 
public opinion and decreas-
ing prejudice against the 
LGBTQ+ community (People’s 
Action Institute, 2020). Over 
time studies of its effectiveness 
verified this impact, suggesting 
a deep canvassing conversa-
tion can have long-term and 
lasting effects on those with 
conflicting viewpoints on an is-
sue. The effectiveness of deep 
canvassing is dependent on 
several factors such as the 
issue itself, its context, and the 
methodology used to develop 
and implement the program,

Building on the examples and 
tactics used in the United 
States, in 2021 the organi-
zation Neighbours United 
(formerly the West Kootenay 
EcoSociety) began adapting 
deep canvassing to be used 
for addressing concerns of 
climate change (Neighbours 
United, 2022). After several 
years of development, the 
pilot project was declared 
a success when they suc-
cessfully managed to in-
fluence enough people in 
the ore-processing town of 

Deep Canvassing 
as a Tool

Trail, BC to declare a goal to 
achieve net-zero emissions 
by 2050 (Neighbours United, 
2022). This first successful 
volunteer-based deep can-
vassing program on climate 
change soon sparked orga-
nizations across the country 
to begin developing their 
deep canvassing program 
based around issues ranging 
from promoting better forestry 
practices in BC to combat-
ting the influence of oil and 
gas industries in Alberta. While 
many of these projects are still 
ongoing, deep canvassing is 
slowly becoming recognized 
as an effective tool for orga-
nizations to combat increas-
ingly polarized issues.
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DEEP CANVASSING 
FOR THE ECOLOGY 
ACTION CENTRE

Deep canvassing has proven 
to be an effective tool for 
organizations like the Ecology 
Action Centre to seek the 
root of people’s opinions and 
viewpoints on often polarized 
topics such as renewable 
energy. In rural Nova Sco-
tia, doubt and skepticism 
around renewable energy 
are prevalent. The reason for 
this is nuanced and complex, 
and stems from many factors 
such as a higher reliance on 
personal vehicles for transpor-
tation, and engrained identity 
in resource extraction indus-
tries such as mining, forestry, 
and fossil-fuel based electrici-
ty generation.  

Deep canvassing allowed us 
to gain a nuanced under-
standing of how complex 
issues affect Nova Scotians. 
Through one-on-one conver-
sations based on empathy 
and storytelling, we are be-
ginning to better understand 
location-specific values, chal-
lenges, and misconceptions. 
This provides valuable insights 
for tailoring organization com-
munication messaging and 
strategies and provides a lo-
calized approach to handling 
future issues as they arise. 

Additionally, this tool can also 
help us bridge the divide be-
tween differing attitudes and 
perceptions of environmen-
tal issues. Deep canvassing 
brings individuals together on 
common ground, helping fos-
ter a sense of community and 
shared values and goals. The 
skills and tactics deployed on 
a deep canvassing program 
can help guide targeted 

campaigns and community 
engagement efforts to help 
address a variety of environ-
mental and social issues.  

Our deep canvassing efforts 
not only worked to change 
differing viewpoints but also 
to gain a deeper understand-
ing of the concerns of rural 
Nova Scotians and how they 
differ from urban areas. Deep 
canvassing in Eastern Pas-
sage exhibited higher levels 
of support for renewable en-
ergy (90%) than in rural Pictou 
County (37%). Additionally, 
by identifying participant’s 
concerns and barriers, such 
as distrust in the government 
and concerns about personal 
financial cost, we are provid-
ed valuable insights that can 
help future advocacy and 
education work in rural Nova 
Scotia. 

Again, recognizing the small 
sample size of our conversa-
tions, we will continue to be 
careful in overly emphasiz-
ing trends and continue to 
explore what we have started 
to see emerging from the 
data through further conver-
sations and study. However, 
the high rate of emotional 
connection (84 %) felt by 
canvassers during the conver-
sations highlights the value of 
taking the time for nuanced 
and sometimes difficult 
emotional conversations in 
supporting individuals in this 
transition.
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Conclusion

Originating from social justice 
movements in the United 
States, deep canvassing has 
been proven to be an effec-
tive tool in combating racism, 
discrimination, and labor 
rights infringement. Building 
on the work and experience 
of numerous communications 
tactics and messaging, deep 
canvassing takes a structured 
approach to communica-
tion and storytelling to sway 
the opinions of differing 
individuals. Because of this, 
deep canvassing is slowly 
becoming a crucial tactic 
for organizations to fight the 
growing polarization amongst 
a wide range of issues. In 
recent years, it has been 
adapted to the nuanced and 
unique challenges of climate 
change, opening new oppor-
tunities to organizations like 
the Ecology Action Centre. 
In 2023, the Ecology Action 
Centre piloted Nova Scotia’s 
first deep canvassing project, 
learning both from the find-
ings of the project and how 
deep canvassing may play a 
role in future advocacy and 
education work. Despite the 
project having to overcome 
many challenges and obsta-
cles, the deep canvassing 
efforts proved valuable in al-
lowing us to learn more about 
the opinions and concerns of 
people in Pictou County and 
Eastern Passage. 

The Ecology Action Centre’s 
Energy Transition Deep Can-
vassing Project demonstrated 

its impact through several 
key indicators, including our 
script’s persuasion rate, the 
number of emotional connec-
tions made with participants, 
how many participants took 
action following our conver-
sations, and showcased the 
unique emotions, values, and 
concerns people in Pictou 
County and Eastern Passage 
have around climate change 
and renewable energy. De-
spite challenges in our script 
development our persuasion 
rate was held at 14%, with 
18% of conversations missing 
a scale rating and 38% of 
participants engaged iden-
tifying that they fully support 
a transition to renewable 
energy. From the 50 conversa-
tions completed, our canvass 
team reported making an 
emotional connection in 
84% of conversations which 
helped convince 28% of the 
participants we spoke with to 
take action by either signing 
a petition, sending a letter 
to target, or signing up to 
learn more about the Ecol-
ogy Action Centre and our 
ongoing projects. Similarly, the 
project offered other insights 
including a notable differ-
ence in people who support 
renewable energy in Eastern 
Passage versus those in Pictou 
County. Lastly, we gained a 
deep understanding of the 
concerns and barriers people 
we spoke with faced when 
it comes to the transition to 
renewable energy with issues 
like distrust in governments 

(34%), concern for personal 
finances (30%), and doubts 
of the technical feasibility 
of renewable energy (24%) 
becoming the top three reoc-
curring themes.

In all, this demonstrates that 
aside from a being tool 
to change the minds and 
opinions of individuals, deep 
canvassing has the addi-
tional benefits of examining 
the complex concerns and 
barriers of why people do not 
support or see the urgency 
in combating the climate 
crisis. Through deep listening, 
we can not only bridge the 
divide between opposing 
viewpoints but also come 
to understand the nuanced 
barriers and feelings people 
have around an issue such 
as climate change. Learning 
from this community engage-
ment tactic can thus help 
tailor organization communi-
cation strategies and lead to 
more effective and targeted 
campaigns. Additionally, the 
skills developed through deep 
canvassing such as story-
telling, active listening, and 
showing compassionate curi-
osity, can help us all address 
the growing polarization of 
issues in the world today.
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