
Progressive 
Populist playbook

The

Progressive comms in a populist world



Context



People in the UK are feeling 
insecure and worried for 
their quality of life and the 
future of their families. 

1 in 5
people in Britain 
believe a better 

future is possible

Just

Edelman Trust Barometer

https://www.edelman.co.uk/sites/g/files/aatuss301/files/2025-01/Top%2010%20UK%20Findings%20-%20x40.pdf


There is a distrust in the 
ability of the government to 
make real changes that will 
improve people’s lives. 

90%
of Britons have 

little to no trust in 
politicians

Nearly

More In Common: Shattered Britain

https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/our-work/research/shattered-britain/


People voting for Reform 
are voting for change 
and against the status 
quo - not necessarily for 
the far right.

ONE THIRD
Over

of Britons say they 
would consider voting 

for Reform UK at a 
future election.*

HOWEVER
The belief that “the country 

needs something new” is a key 
driver of new support.***Ipsos

** More In Common

https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/uk-opinion-polls
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/our-work/research/from-protest-to-power-inside-reform-uk-s-changing-support-base/


But political 
allegiances are in flux. 

of those currently considering 
voting Reform UK are more 
likely to be convinced not to 

do so.*  

40%

28%
would consider voting for the 
Greens, but most would also 

consider voting for other parties **
* Best For Britain 
** YouGov, July 2025

https://www.bestforbritain.org/decoding-populism-who-are-reform-uk-voters
https://yougov.co.uk/politics/articles/52688-what-do-those-considering-voting-green-think-of-the-party


And many people are 
persuadable
on progressive issues. 

Research shows:

Nature and environment 
are unifying priorities.*

Taxing the super-rich and 
making polluters pay are 

popular policies.**

65%
of people support debt relief for 

struggling countries (only 8% 
oppose).** * Britain Talks Climate & Nature

** Money Talks

https://climateoutreach.org/btc/2025/report/
http://www.moneytalksresearch.org/


THE NORMALISATION GAP80% 1 IN 10
More than

of people want more 
climate action. 

But it doesn't feel 
like that, does it?

Maybe because just

frequently share 
their views on 

climate change.

People’s Climate Vote Climate Barometer

https://peoplesclimate.vote/
https://climatebarometer.org/climate-barometer-trackers/?topic%5B%5D=114#return-to-filter


And there is a large 
mainstream audience 
receptive to the issues if we 
can find the messengers to 
reach them - with the right 
messages.



WHAT CAN WE LEARN?



Right-wing populists position 
themselves as champions of the 
people, fighting against an 
incompetent shadowy elite that is 
not to be trusted.

This successfully builds a picture of 
a shared enemy, and taps into 
feelings of distrust and frustration 
with the status quo.

CHAMPIONS OF THE PEOPLE
Progressive Problems

Patronising: tendency to talk 
down to people who don’t “get it”

Global / “big picture” outlook gets in 
the way of listening and understaning 
people’s daily realities

Tendency to defend institutions 
that aren’t working 

Lack of clear villains and 
heroes



MEETING THE MASSES

Right-wing populists pick up on 
what people really care about, and 
then use this to achieve their own 
objectives. 

By meeting the public where they 
are, talking to them in ways they 
understand, and making them feel 
seen and understood people 
instantly become more receptive 
to their messaging.

Progressive Problems
We tell people what they should 
care about instead of talking 
about what they do care about

Out of touch: routinely over-
estimating how progressive the 
rest of the country is 

Communicating in an echo-chamber 
of people with similar views

Accountable to progressive 
donors and supporters 
(only strengthening the 
echo-chamber)



Building ‘Britishness’

They have also clearly defined 
their own British ‘values’, and 
so can fiercely defend this 
clear vision of ‘Britishness’. 

This helps people to feel  
united as part of a growing 
movement fighting for a 
common cause. 

Progressive Problems

Emphasis on apologising for 
British history rather than a clear 
vision for British values now.

Far right’s aggressive patriotism 
causes progressives to shy away 
from claiming British identity.

Tackling the challenges 
of national identity 
across all UK nations.



Making it easy

Presenting simple, bold solutions 
with confidence and clarity is a key 
way right-wing populists win 
support. 

By not getting tied up in the detail, 
they present clear solutions to 
things people care about which 
makes change feel possible. And 
they endlessly repeat the same 
message so everyone hears it.

Progressive Problems

Jargon and technical language 

Thinking logic, facts and science 
will win the argument

Nuance and detail obscures the 
message

Leading with the problem and 
lacking a strong optimistic 
vision for the future



APPROACH



We need to understand people  



It is easy to operate in a 
'progressive activist' 
bubble but we need to 
connect with the mindsets 
of much bigger audiences.



Challenge yourself in every 
campaign to engage with 

people who are not like you

The Seven Segments
SEARCH:

More in Common 
Seven Segments

PROGRESSIVE 
ACTIVISTS

INCREMENTALIST 
LEFT

ESTABLISHED 
LIBERALS

SCEPTICAL 
SCROLLERS

ROOTED 
PATRIOTS

TRADITIONAL 
CONSERVATIVES

DISSENTING 
DISRUPTORS

12%

21%

9%
10%

20%
8%

20%



We ran some focus groups. The 
concerns of those that are 'Reform 
curious' and those that are 'Green 
curious' were indistinguishable.
It was their solutions to the issues 
that differed. 



“[On shoplifting and addressing 
bad behaviour by kids] ....people 
are scared....you can walk into a 

shop and walk out of a shop without 
being held or stopped, and the rules 
are that you can't touch anybody..... 

So it's just ridiculous.”

“[On what I want from government]... 
to make communities inclusive, 

welcoming and more supportive to 
everyone..... it bridges that division 

and plants the seed of unity.”

[On ULEZ]  pollution has gone down by a 
considerable amount. I don't know exactly, but, 

like, 30 or 40% in London, it's something that the 
mayor has been really touting as one of his 

successes. And I think that's a positive thing, you 
know, it means that there's less pollution, less 

people are suffering the effects of high pollution.

FOCUS GROUP 
QUOTES

1 2

3

Can you tell which are Green-curious and 
which are Reform-curious?



“[On shoplifting and addressing 
bad behaviour by kids] ....people are 

scared....you can walk into a shop 
and walk out of a shop without 

being held or stopped, and the rules 
are that you can't touch anybody..... 

So it's just ridiculous.”

“[On what I want from government]... 
to make communities inclusive, 

welcoming and more supportive to 
everyone..... it bridges that division 

and plants the seed of unity.”

[On ULEZ]  pollution has gone down by a considerable 
amount. I don't know exactly, but, like, 30 or 40% in London, 
it's something that the mayor has been really touting as one 

of his successes. And I think that's a positive thing, you 
know, it means that there's less pollution, less people are 

suffering the effects of high pollution.

FOCUS GROUP 
QUOTES

1 2   REFORM   

3   REFORM

GREEN



We need to change how we talk 



We need to connect with people 
on a personal level – not just a 
systemic one.



“The populists speak in direct terms;  
too often we speak in riddles. 

We are systems thinkers, which is good for 
solving problems, but when we communicate, 

A plus B rarely equals C.” 

– Peter Hyman
Article: How You Can Beat Populists

https://www.thenewworld.co.uk/how-you-can-beat-populism-peter-hyman/


What if NGOs wrote ads?

With thanks to Johan Karlsson

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/johan-karlsson-01822b5_what-if-activity-7374739753788686336-W3bx?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAAICnEwB5VrOLWKhJJW_UVR7lpp-nEe3KSs
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/johan-karlsson-01822b5_what-if-activity-7374739753788686336-W3bx?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAAICnEwB5VrOLWKhJJW_UVR7lpp-nEe3KSs


We need to build faith in 
solutions and reclaim 
transformation.

The idea that laws and policies 
shape how our economy works is no 

longer a contested one. 

We have a new set of ideas to 
contest: who gets to make 

decisions about the systems that 
make up our economy, who benefits 

from them – and how decision 
makers are held to account when 
those systems are falling short.

People understand 
that the system is 
rigged – they need 
specifics as to how 
it can be ‘unrigged’ 

for our collective 
benefit.* 

*Frameworks UK, Moving Mindsets Report

https://frameworksuk.org/movingmindsets/


We need A VICTORIA SPONGE



We're good at planning for the 
next COP/UNGA/policy moment. 
But we’re not planning for the next 
3 to 5 years, or beyond... 

And we're not good at responding 
to the fast-paced news agenda. 



VICTORIA SPONGE OF COMMS
RAPID RESPONSE!
24 hours or less

COMMS ARE HEREMID-TERM
e.g. next policy 

moment

LONG-TERM
e.g. 3 to 5 years



ID CARDS CASE STUDY

3PM
Starmer announces 

ID cards

3 hours later 12 hours later 24 hours later

3 hours later 12 hours later 24 hours later

WHAT REFORM DID

WHAT LABOUR DID

Video response posted 
across 3 major platforms

Online engagement 
builds conversation

800,000+ views; 
unmitigated by 
alternate voices

Traditional media rounds Infographic posted 
on Instagram

Media coverage 
includes rebuttals and 

opponent voices

Sign-Up: Populism Decoded

https://populism-decoded.beehiiv.com
https://populism-decoded.beehiiv.com
https://populism-decoded.beehiiv.com


WE HAVE THREE CHOICES

OPTION 2 OPTION 3

Deny it's happening 

Keep sending press 
releases

Keep losing narrative 
battles

Keep wondering why 
populists dominate 
social media

Study it to death

Form a working group 

Commission research 

Draft a strategy to 
implement in Q3 
2026 

Lose every battle 
while planning

Act today! 

Set up livestreaming 
now. 

Respond to news in 
hours not days. 

Build social 
infrastructure before 
it's too late.

FOLLOW
Jonathan Tanner 

at Root Cause

OPTION 1



IN SUMMARY



We can inspire mainstream MIDDLE audiences 



We can reclaim transformation 



We can build hope



keep in
Touch 

SIGN-POSTS

The Populist 
Decoder

More In Common:
Segmentation & Insight

Progressive activists

liz@blacksands.co.uk
rachel@blacksands.co.uk

Future of 
Information 

(playlist) 

.

Moving Mindsets 
– Frameworks UK

Seven Sins of 
Sensible People 

(article)

https://populism-decoded.beehiiv.com/p/the-populist-decoder-95384573260ab81d
https://populism-decoded.beehiiv.com/p/the-populist-decoder-95384573260ab81d
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/seven-segments/
https://www.moreincommon.org.uk/media/refmpx3b/progressive-activists-more-in-common-2025.pdf
mailto:liz@blacksands.co.uk
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL1xkI5eIlXluxl9CzlThRHWetXjiSiWvs
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL1xkI5eIlXluxl9CzlThRHWetXjiSiWvs
https://frameworksuk.org/movingmindsets/
https://frameworksuk.org/movingmindsets/
https://frameworksuk.org/movingmindsets/
https://www.thenewworld.co.uk/how-you-can-beat-populism-peter-hyman/
https://www.thenewworld.co.uk/how-you-can-beat-populism-peter-hyman/


thank you  

The
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