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Box 19: Effective Climate Communication Balances Urgency and Efficacy
Among the leading recommendations in this report is to communicate the urgency of climate change more 
forcefully, widely, and effectively to mobilize actors around a common purpose. Courageous, visionary 
leaders must make the case for urgent climate action. The stark realities of climate change and concurrent 
social, economic, and ecological crises make this a difficult challenge, particularly against the backdrop of 
a polarized nation.141 

Effective communication inspires and persuades people; it attracts attention and resources to advance the 
field; it clarifies a vision for a better future and articulates clear goals. Effective communicators command 
influence in their areas of work but also reach the broader culture, provide a consistent moral voice, and 
serve as dependable sources of knowledge and wisdom. 

How might they do this? Research and practical experience tell us that communicating urgency must always 
include a sense of feasibility or efficacy: together, we can rise to the challenge.142 Communicating urgency 
should be done using a variety of elements—depicted on the left side of the scale in Figure 33. But urgency 
without efficacy (communicated through elements shown on the right side of the scale) causes people to 
retreat, tune out, lose hope, or despair. 

By conveying urgency—coupled with efficacy—we can motivate pre-disaster adaptation planning, political 
leadership, greater public engagement, and acceptance of the necessity to prepare.143 Success stories are 
highly motivational, particularly when compared with cases where preventive adaptation actions were not 
taken. An effective approach is combining a clear threat with a positive vision, concrete goals, a call to 
shared action, and public commitments to ensure follow-through and accountability. 

Figure 33 : Mobilizing people to close the resilience gap requires that we balance the urgency of climate change with a sense that 
we can enact effective solutions. 

Figure 34  

Urgency is that sense that 
something important must 
be attended to immediately 
and cannot wait. It moves us 
out of the comfort of the 
status quo to gain the 
cooperation of others to plan 
and execute change efforts, 
and to keep going in the face 
of obstacles, deep-seated 
inertia, the ever-present 
temptation of complacency, 
or even the necessary small, 
early wins on the path to 
deeper transformation.

Efficacy gives us the sense 
that we can affect change 
(self-efficacy), that we are 

doing so successfully 
together with others 

(collective efficacy), and that 
the actions we are taking 

actually make a difference in 
the ultimate outcome 

(response efficacy).

Urgency Efficacy

Crises
Scarcity

Competition
Truth-telling

Big opportunities
Need for acceleration

Appeal to loss aversion
Appeal to responsibility
Consequences of actions
Difficulty justifying effort

Unpleasant condition / pain
Deadlines / time running out

Help
Training

Coaching
Roadmap

Persuasion
Commitment
Collaboration

Calming anxiety
High aspirations

Knowledge / skills
Celebrating successes

High performance standards
Encouragement / verbal support

Walking the talk / modeling for others
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(c) The Kresge Foundation, Figure from Moser et al. 2017, p.75


