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5.2 Approach to Prioritization
In light of this summative assessment of the current 
state of the US adaptation field, we now turn to the 
needed interventions to rapidly advance it. Is there a 
common pattern to field evolution that would offer a sys-
tematic approach to prioritizing field-building efforts? 
Our review of the pertinent field-building, innovation, 
and collective-impacts literature as well as the critical 

Our proposed approach accounts for the fact that field builders/supporters and actors/implementers find 
themselves in very different contexts with divergent needs. To identify the highest priority field-building 
interventions from our list of recommended actions, we offer the following step-wise determination pro-
cess: 

1. Locate yourself in the field-building picture. Identify your role with respect to the adaptation field (as a 
thought leader, field builder/supporter, field actor/implementer, or potential contributor to resilience cur-
rently outside the field. (See Figure 5, page 21. Recommendations are offered in the respective sub-sec-
tions of Section 5.3). 

2. Diagnose and focus. Determine, within your area of influence, which of the 4Ps needs the most attention 
by asking these diagnostic questions:

• Purpose – Within your sector, region, organization, or area of influence, do people recognize the scope 
of the problem? How do they define the problem? Is there a vision around which people can come 
together? Are they galvanized to work on it with urgency? Is the lack of a shared Purpose holding you 
back?

• People – Who are the actors already working on this problem? Who is missing? (Think especially about 
often under-represented groups.) Are they actively networked? Are there recognizable leaders? Do 
actors hold a shared identity? Is the lack of engaged People holding you back?

• Practice – What are the shared ideas, goals, vision, and values? How strong is your knowledge base? 
Is there a shared purpose and shared action agenda that people work on collaboratively? What is the 
level of skill and available capacity? Is innovation being supported? Is the level of Practice holding you 
back?

• Pillars – What is the funding and policy support for advancing the field? What support is available for 
advancing the practice? How is the lack of supporting Pillars holding you back?

Choose the most critical of these to focus on—for now. If all seem equally lacking, start with the Purpose, 
which will help you identify the right People to engage.

3. Partner. Seek out relevant partners with whom the greatest progress in systemic change can be achieved. 
Particularly seek out partners in the climate justice community. Going it alone is likely to create fewer, 
slower, or only temporary and partial outcomes.

4. Go for impact. Together, identify the highest possible leverage point to create the greatest impact you 
can collectively have on your identified field component (one or more of the 4Ps). Then, check your intended 
field-building activity against the seven strategies for increasing and accelerating impact described in Box 
20, and explore ways to strengthen it.

needs identified by study participants and uneven pat-
terns of climate change and field development across 
the US suggest that there is little useful guidance on 
prioritization that can be applied to the highly diverse 
and uneven US adaptation field (Appendix C1). Thus, we 
propose a context-sensitive approach to prioritization 
(Box 18).

Box 18: Context-Specific Prioritization of Adaptation 
Field-Building Actions
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(c) The Kresge Foundation, Figure from Moser et al. 2017, p.18-19
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5.3 Toward a Mature Adaptation Field: 
Recommendations
The various recommendations offered below draw 
on different bodies of work and the findings from this 
study: 

• Insights from the field-building literature (see 
Appendix B);

• Insights from theories and experiences about how 
to scale the impact of innovative practices (Box 20);

• The critical needs identified by study participants; 
and 

• The uneven patterns of climate change and field 
development across the US. 

We offer a broad set of recommendations to rapidly 
advance the adaptation field toward maturity, with more 
detailed recommendations for each of our report’s audi-
ences in Appendices C2-20. We believe, with concerted 
and collective effort, this can and should be achieved 
within a decade, so as to enable US communities to 
more adequately reduce the causes of climate change, 
prepare for the accelerating impacts, and do both with a 
sustained emphasis on equity and social cohesion.  

We recognize that people often do not start with climate 
change in the work they do, but rather come from other 
problems to discover climate links. Conversely, adap-
tation actors often do not start by addressing climate 
problems in the broader context of social justice or 
health, economic, and other equity concerns. We thus 
recommend that all readers incorporate climate and 
equity concerns as a matter of standard practice. 

Recommendations for Thought Leaders 
Thought leaders—in any sphere relevant to adapta-
tion field building and closing the resilience gap—are 
individuals whose views are both authoritative and 
influential. The best thought leaders balance audacity 

5. Sequence implementation. Take up the suggested recommendations from Section 5.3 and related appen-
dices (recommendations per actor group and field component) that emerge from your prioritization exercise 
and

• Decide what recommendation(s) you can do this year.

• Decide on the next three recommendations to take on over the next two years.

• Decide on the next set of recommendations to take on after that.

6. Reassess. Demand or conduct a state-of-the-field assessment after five years, and update recommenda-
tions as needed.

with humility, are authentic and trusted, serve as go-to 
sources in their respective areas of expertise, and tend 
to be remarkably good listeners. For adaptation field 
building, the most needed thought leaders have an 
expansive vision, systemic and integrative thinking, 
and—preferably—connections and respect within and 
across sub-fields of adaptation to help bring together a 
dispersed and heterogeneous community. 

The most important thing thought leaders of the adap-
tation field can do at this time is to press the urgency of 
climate change (Box 19). They must insist on the neces-
sity to address climate challenges through both miti-
gation and adaptation, in ways that are sustained over 
time and enhance equity and justice. Thought leaders 
should push the field to think bigger, bolder, and deeper 
about challenges and solutions (Figure 32). Specific key 
recommendations for this important cross-cutting audi-
ence include:

Purpose

• Articulate the scope and urgency of climate change, 
including its intersections with other crises and 
challenges.

• Facilitate processes in which people define and find 
common ground around shared challenges that 
require adaptation in the face of climate change, 
developing a shared problem understanding and 
vision of a desirable future.

• Help others see how their diverse concerns fit into 
a larger, more widely shared problem—and how 
adaptive solutions can produce resilience and other 
desired benefits.

• Help people break down seemingly unmanage-
able problems to make them amenable to commu-
nity action; expand narrowly defined problems to 
embrace resilience building.
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