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Abstract
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) adopts a solution-oriented 
approach to communicating climate change, but does not advocate any specific mitigation 
or adaptation options. While this helps to maintain a neutral stance in relation to policy 
advocacy, this approach may also create reluctance amongst IPCC scientists to communi-
cate affective information about climate change, which could help to facilitate behavioural 
and societal transitions to manage climate risks. Research from the social sciences demon-
strates that communications can influence cognitive, affective, and behavioural engagement 
with climate change. Specifically, there is ample evidence that people’s sense of ‘efficacy’ 
— beliefs about personal or collective capacity to respond, and effectiveness of responses 
— must be appealed to sufficiently alongside communication about the threats posed by 
climate change, to help facilitate mitigation and adaptation responses. This essay draws on 
a range of research findings to argue that the IPCC’s scientists and communications per-
sonnel can nurture efficacy beliefs about climate change, without compromising on values 
of policy neutrality, or undermining public trust. Specifically, the essay draws on commu-
nications strategies related to vicarious learning, mastery experiences, highlighting success 
stories, and use of language and imagery, which have been shown to increase efficacy. The 
essay has implications for how IPCC scientists and the organisation as a whole engages 
with a range of audiences, and suggestions also have relevance for other communicators of 
climate change, such as governments, academics, journalists, health professionals, commu-
nity leaders, and creative practitioners.
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1 Introduction

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is a globally significant voice on 
climate change. The way that the IPCC, scientists, and other communicators share informa-
tion about climate change implicates how people engage with climate risks on cognitive, 
affective (i.e. emotional), and behavioural levels (Lorenzoni et al. 2007). Yet despite vast 
quantities of information communicated about climate change, government and societal 
responses do not yet address climate risks sufficiently. This essay responds to two issues 
that remain pervasive across the landscape of climate engagement, which, if addressed, 
can help to facilitate adaptive responses to climate change. The first issue is that commu-
nications have frequently highlighted the threats posed by climate change impacts, while 
insufficiently addressing peoples’ sense of efficacy to respond. The second related issue 
concerns the hesitancy of IPCC scientists to communicate affective and motivational infor-
mation about climate responses, even though this could help to bolster societal responses.

Responding to these issues, this essay sets out the basis for an approach to commu-
nicating climate change that places sufficient emphasis on addressing efficacy — that is, 
people’s perceptions about their ability to take actions as individuals and groups, and the 
perceived effectiveness of responses. It is argued that appeals to efficacy are part of respon-
sible climate change communication, and that efficacy can be fostered through communica-
tion without specific policy advocacy, unless this is deemed appropriate.

The IPCC is a multifaceted organisation comprising a broad interdisciplinary panel of 
experts in natural sciences, engineering, social sciences, and humanities, who synthesise 
peer-reviewed literature to produce reports. The body also involves organisational staff 
working to deliver outputs, and contributions from governments and experts as reviewers 
at certain stages in report cycles. The recommendations in this article are directed towards 
(a) IPCC scientists and authors, with an emphasis on their outreach activities with the pub-
lic, policymakers, and other stakeholders, and (b) IPCC staff involved in communicating 
information about climate change to different audiences (e.g. via press releases, events, 
social media posts, and so on). Recommendations are likely to be especially salient for the 
IPCC’s WGII (Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability) and WGIII (Mitigation), given their 
focus on responses addressing climate risks.

Despite being oriented towards the IPCC, many of the recommendations in this essay 
can usefully be adopted by other types of communicators seeking to motivate responses to 
climate change including non-IPCC academics, journalists, health professionals, commu-
nity leaders, and creative practitioners. Some suggestions may also be useful for members 
of the public engaging with family, friends, and peers about climate change.

2  Why efficacy matters for both climate mitigation and adaptation

For people to take action to reduce risks, research has frequently shown that individu-
als need to perceive both (a) a threat warranting a response and (b) sufficient efficacy to 
respond. Efficacy, as conceptualised in Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), concerns per-
ceived competence in task-specific domains, and implicates how people think, feel, and 
motivate themselves (Bandura 1994). A heightened state of efficacy is non-avoidant, driv-
ing problem-focused, rather than avoidant, coping responses to threats, and helps to main-
tain behaviour changes in the long term. Supporting people’s actual capacity to respond 

Climatic Change (2021) 169: 55 Page 2 of 14



1 3

(agency), efficacy is considered to be a key agentic mechanism (Bandura 2018), and efforts 
to bolster efficacy can be thought of as a form of empowerment. Three key efficacy con-
structs are typically distinguished in social research: beliefs about one’s personal ability to 
act (self-efficacy), beliefs about the effectiveness of actions (response-efficacy), and beliefs 
about the capacity of groups to carry out actions together (collective-efficacy).1 Each type 
has been associated with climate mitigation and adaptation.

Firstly, efficacy beliefs are important antecedents of climate mitigation. Through analy-
sis of a large European dataset, Gregersen et al. (2021) show that — alongside feeling wor-
ried about climate change — personal efficacy, and beliefs about the outcomes of personal 
and collective responses, is associated with personal energy-saving behaviours. Bostrom 
et al. (2019) found that self-efficacy and response-efficacy beliefs (related to collective and 
governmental responses) were associated with greater public support for climate mitiga-
tion. This was the case even after controlling for ideology and beliefs about the causes 
of climate change. Similarly, Doherty and Webler (2016) report that amongst the most 
alarmed segment of the US population, self-efficacy, response-efficacy, and collective-effi-
cacy are key factors associated with greater intentions to engage in civic behaviours related 
to climate change. And at the personal level, people’s beliefs about the effectiveness of 
responses are associated with willingness to engage in actions (such as household energy 
behaviours), even if the actual effectiveness of the behaviour is much lower than perceived 
(Truelove and Parks 2012).

Secondly, in terms of climate adaptation and when people encounter climate hazards 
directly, efficacy beliefs are also consistently shown to predict adaptive responses. Meta-
analysis of 106 studies across 23 different countries found self-efficacy and response-
efficacy to have a very substantial influence on willingness to engage in climate adap-
tation relating to hazards such as flooding, wildfires, and drought (van Valkengoed and 
Steg 2019). Though it may be less relevant for individual-level behaviours, collective-effi-
cacy has also been associated with willingness to engage in community-level adaptation 
activities, such as water conservation activities in India (e.g. Thaker et al. 2016).

Usefully for communication efforts, efficacy also appears to influence people’s willing-
ness to discuss climate change with others. Swim and Fraser (2013, 2014) demonstrate that 
environmental educators are more likely to engage with others about climate change when 
they feel capable of doing so, and when they believe it is possible for individuals to influ-
ence successful societal responses through discussion. Thus, an added benefit of bolster-
ing efficacy is that subsequent communication and dialogue about climate change is made 
more likely.

Given climate change is simultaneously an individual-level and collective-level issue, 
there is debate around which forms of efficacy are most relevant in different situations 
(Koletsou and Mancy 2011). There is evidence that certain efficacy variables may better 
explain certain forms of climate mitigation and adaptation. For instance, Lubell (2002) 
reports that beliefs about collective benefits and outcomes underpin decision making 
in relation to group-based environmental action, rather than individual-level motives. 

1 Note that some studies apply a framework by Koletsou and Mancy (2011) which further distinguishes 
between collective-efficacy (i.e. group ability) and collective outcome expectancy (i.e. group effectiveness). 
Efficacy in the political realm has also been distinguished at levels of internal (personal ability to engage), 
external (whether political representatives will respond to public calls for action), and response (effective-
ness of political interventions — see Hart and Feldman 2014). Further efficacy constructs may also exist in 
the literature.
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Additionally, McLoughlin (2021) demonstrates that self-efficacy is particularly important 
for individual-level protective actions (e.g. property-level flood protection), response-effi-
cacy for support of policy responses (e.g. support of new flood defences), and collective-
efficacy is most relevant where broad social changes are required (e.g. civic- and group-
based climate actions). Nevertheless, this does not mean that specific efficacy variables 
should be discounted altogether for certain climate responses, as they may interact and 
function together as well. For instance, collective-efficacy may stimulate engagement in 
group action by increasing self-efficacy beliefs (Jugert et al. 2016); and beliefs about per-
sonal and collective outcomes can be intercorrelated (Gregersen et al. 2021). Perceptions 
about personal-level actions may therefore be associated with judgements about other peo-
ple taking similar actions and the potential for greater impact when acting collectively. It 
has also been noted that response-efficacy should be considered alongside self- and collec-
tive-efficacy beliefs to promote behavioural responses (Koletsou and Mancy 2011).

Crucially, if individuals have a heightened sense of threat, but have insufficient effi-
cacy, maladaptive responses are made more likely (e.g. threat denial, avoidant coping, 
and fatalism). This pattern has been demonstrated for climate engagement (O’Neill et al. 
2013; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009) echoing consistent findings in the field of health 
communication regarding the importance of both threat and coping appraisals (Floyd et al. 
2000; Peters et  al. 2013; Witte and Allen  2000). Consequentially, a lack of efficacy has 
been associated with lack of preparedness and negative wellbeing outcomes, such as stress 
and anxiety, in relation to climate hazards (Fox-Rogers et al. 2016; Walker-Springett et al. 
2017). Thus, an important part of responsible risk communication is to ensure that audi-
ences either have high levels of efficacy already or efficacy is sufficiently addressed, so 
individuals can respond adaptively to threats (Peters et al. 2013).

3  Why climate communicators must address efficacy now

While a combination of threat and efficacy beliefs appears to increase the likelihood that 
a person will take actions to address climate change, there is clear evidence that a balance 
between threat and efficacy has not been achieved in climate change communications to 
date. Analysis of the Summary for Policymakers (SPM) of the Synthesis Report (SYR) 
of the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) has shown that threat information occurred 
much more frequently than efficacy-based information, with the latter tending to feature 
later on in the document (Poortvliet et al. 2020). Efficacy content that was included in the 
SPM tended to refer to actions yet to be taken, rather than evidence of past successes. This 
issue goes wider than the IPCC, suggesting it is a pervasive issue across the landscape of 
climate engagement. For instance, content analysis of US news media reports shows that 
information about climate impacts and actions is rarely combined into the same broadcast, 
and that efficacy-relevant information is inconsistently communicated, with both positive 
and negative efficacy cues (Hart and Feldman 2014). Similarly, climate change campaigns 
often fail to integrate appeals towards the range of threat and coping appraisals, and are 
especially lacking in response-efficacy appeals (Cismaru et al. 2011). And on the ground, 
members of the public have perceived official bodies involved in managing climate-related 
risks, such as flooding, to inhibit their capacity to engage in protective actions (Walker-
Springett et al. 2017).
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Although communicating information about the threats posed by climate change is nec-
essary and further work is needed to highlight the personal relevance of impacts to publics 
(Brügger et al. 2015), this is alone unlikely to generate a sense of empowerment. While 
there is evidence that public concern about climate change has increased in recent years in 
countries like the UK, and collective climate action is perceived to have value (Steentjes 
et al. 2020), other research broadly suggests that efficacy beliefs have been neglected. For 
instance, survey data suggests that both self- and collective-efficacy towards climate action 
are broadly limited across European countries (Fisher et al. 2018; Poortinga et al. 2018). In 
the USA, only a third of citizens appear to believe they can substantially influence elected 
officials’ policy decisions on climate change (Leiserowitz et al. 2019). Furthermore, Amer-
ican citizens perceive personal climate actions to be easier but ineffective, and collective 
and governmental actions as more effective but difficult (Crosman et al. 2019). Many citi-
zens also fail to appreciate the impact of different actions, such as air travel and meat con-
sumption (Wynes et al. 2020). Thus, there appears to be a great need to address these ‘effi-
cacy gaps’ more thoroughly in communications practices.

While a pervasive issue in climate engagement, as a globally significant communica-
tor of climate change through its reports and engagement, the IPCC, both as individual 
scientists and as a collective body, can be a key voice addressing efficacy. However, it 
appears that only in draft communications strategy has the IPCC considered coordinating 
a possible second focus on ‘learning about and empowering people to deal with climate 
change’ alongside its core function of science dissemination (IPCC 2010: 3). This second 
focus should now be developed further and to help equip communicators with the skills to 
address efficacy the next sections provide a range of practical recommendations.

4  How efficacy can be addressed by climate communicators

4.1  Messages appealing to efficacy

Climate communications that appeal to efficacy, rather than communicate solely about 
threats posed by climate change, tend to be more effective. Through message testing with 
participants in Beijing, China, Xue et al. (2016) found that high-threat, high-efficacy mes-
sages about climate change elicited higher levels of perceived efficacy in viewers, com-
pared to high-threat, low-efficacy messages. The high-efficacy message was associated with 
higher levels of danger control processing (e.g. intentions to seek more information and 
take action) and lower levels of fear control processing (e.g. message rejection and threat 
denial). Similarly, Kievik and Gutteling (2011) tested the effects of high-/low-threat and 
high-/low-efficacy messages on Dutch citizens’ information-seeking and protective actions 
related to flooding. Participants who viewed news stories appealing to self-efficacy (‘you 
can easily perform this’) and response-efficacy (‘this behaviour is successful in mitigating 
the threat’) had greater intentions for information-seeking and protective action than those 
who did not. In a US study, Hart and Feldman (2016b) found that exposure to a single news 
story that evoked positive internal-efficacy information increased internal-efficacy (i.e. 
one’s sense that they can understand politics and act effectively in the political realm) and, 
in turn, increased intended political engagement with climate change. Conversely, exposure 
to negative efficacy messages reduced participants’ internal-efficacy and intended political 
engagement. Furthermore, Kotcher et  al. (2021) show through a large-scale study in the 
USA that messages combining information about the consequences of impacts, solutions, 
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and calls to action motivate climate advocacy behaviour. While all three message aspects 
enhanced motivation, solution-oriented information was the most influential overall.

In terms of evoking response-efficacy, Reynolds et al. (2020) analysed a range of studies 
where policy effectiveness has been communicated to participants. Results clearly demon-
strated that communicating the effectiveness of policies can bolster support, while com-
municating policy ineffectiveness can reduce support. At the individual level, Dittrich et al. 
(2016) found that participation in flood action groups can increase adoption of floodgates 
and flood warnings, when information about these actions is provided. Individual willing-
ness to adopt measures was associated with tailored information provision, which increased 
a sense of confidence in, and belief in the effectiveness of, the protective actions.

Studies testing collective-efficacy appeals are less common, yet similar effects have 
been demonstrated. An experiment conducted by Jugert et  al. (2016) showed that com-
municating information about young people working together to initiate environmental 
projects increased participants’ pro-environmental intentions by increasing perceptions of 
collective-efficacy and self-efficacy.

Together, these studies suggest that communicators should seek to balance threatening 
information about climate change with appeals to efficacy, to empower people to respond 
to climate change. To do this, McLoughlin (2021) suggests that climate communicators 
should consider the form of response that is required (i.e. individual, policy, or collective) 
to inform the type of efficacy that should be addressed as a priority (i.e. self-, response-, or 
collective-efficacy, respectively). Table 1 gives examples of the sort of language that IPCC 
communicators may adopt to evoke efficacy. These efficacy messages are likely to per-
form well in combination with other recommendations for climate communication — such 
as addressing the health risks of climate change and incorporating social norms appeals, 
which highlight where many other people are already supportive of policies or are taking 
actions to reduce climate risks (Kotcher et al. 2021; McLoughlin 2021).

4.2  Vicarious and social learning

Bandura (1994) explains that witnessing other people’s successes can facilitate the belief 
that one also has the capacity to overcome similar challenges. In this way, Bubeck et al. 
(2018) found that the social environment (i.e. the actions of family and neighbours) 
strongly influenced people’s coping appraisals related to flood protection. Other work has 
found that indirect, social experience of flooding (i.e. witnessing friends or family negotiat-
ing the challenges of flooding) increases willingness to adopt property-level flood protec-
tion (Thistlethwaite et al. 2018). This peer-to-peer learning also has overlap with the well-
documented influence of social norms (i.e. the common actions and beliefs of others) on 
environmental behaviour (see Keizer and Schultz 2013). Evidence shows that norms can 
express influence via the mechanism of efficacy. Seebauer and Babcicky (2020) found a 
strong and consistent effect of social norms on self‐efficacy beliefs and, in turn, protective 
responses to flooding, especially for actions that were observable by others. Together, this 
suggests that awareness of the social environment can strongly influence one’s own actions 
by influencing efficacy beliefs.

To help facilitate vicarious learning effects, IPCC communicators can use examples 
of other people successfully taking action on climate change and overcoming obstacles. 
Bandura (1994) notes that these effects are more likely to occur when the experiences are 
of a person viewed as similar to oneself. Therefore, communicators may do well to share 
examples tailored to audiences being engaged with (e.g. successes that are geographically 
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proximate or experienced by members of a shared group). For instance, in workshops 
designed to increase Women’s Institute members’ efficacy to communicate about UK cli-
mate impacts, participants were encouraged to share examples of successful actions they 
had taken to communicate climate change, which were brought together into a practical 
guidebook (see Shaw 2019). Effects may also be amplified through action-based storytell-
ing approaches (De Meyer et al. 2020), given narratives about climate change can be more 
engaging and memorable than other formats (Dahlstrom 2014). Again, given the role of 
social norms here, social learning may also be encouraged by highlighting where adaptive 
actions are being taken by most other people (see Keizer and Schultz 2013).

4.3  Visuals and imagery

Images used to convey information about climate change can also impact upon audiences’  
threat and coping appraisals. Past research has shown that while images of impacts 
(e.g. melting ice caps, flooding, and wildfires) can increase the perceived salience of  
climate change, such imagery may also reduce self-efficacy, leaving audiences feeling  
overwhelmed, rather than motivated to respond to climate change (O’Neill et  al. 2013; 
O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009). On the other hand, images of climate change actions  
and solutions can bolster individuals’ sense of self-efficacy (Metag et al. 2016; O’Neill et al. 
2013; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009). For instance, Hart and Feldman (2016a) have 
shown that solution-focused imagery (e.g. solar panels) and texts about actions to address 
climate change boosted individuals’ perceived efficacy, while images of people engaging in 
climate solutions can evoke greater efficacy than depictions of the health impacts of climate 
change (McLoughlin 2021; McLoughlin and Corner 2020). In a similar vein, Chapman et al. 
(2016) report that images of solutions produced positive affective responses. While not all 
research has found that impact imagery reduces self-efficacy beliefs (e.g. Hart and Feldman  
(2016a), this research base clearly suggests that IPCC communications could increase  
efficacy by making greater use of imagery depicting solutions and people taking actions.

4.4  Mastery experiences

Finally, it is worth considering ‘mastery experiences’, given these are often reported to be 
the most effective way to increase self-efficacy (Bandura 1994; Koletsou and Mancy 2011). 
When individuals experience success through engaging in actions to overcome challenges, 
this can increase efficacy, while experiencing failures can decrease efficacy. For instance, 
Seebauer and Babcicky (2020) report that personal competencies gained from experience 
of flooding action and other life challenges (e.g. fire and burglary) increased self-efficacy 
in relation to flood mitigation behaviour, supporting protective action. Similarly, people’s 
sense of satisfaction from engaging in different pro-environmental actions (e.g. tree plant-
ing, eating locally grown food, and sustainable transport) can influence their beliefs about 
the importance, duration, and costs of these actions (Ertz and Sarigöllü  2019). Further-
more, Swim and Fraser (2013) show that through a skills development programme which 
offered a supportive environment, educators felt more confident to engage with others 
about climate change. Climate education interventions can also increase people’s sense of 
efficacy to engage with others (Geiger et al. 2017).

In this sense, De Meyer et al. (2020) argue that the power of self-persuasion by engaging 
in actions (i.e. the idea that ‘actions drive beliefs’) is undervalued in climate engagement, 
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and thus emphasise the importance of action-based climate communications. Additionally, 
engaging with individuals via participatory engagement approaches (e.g. co-production) 
allows for active, rather than passive engagement (see Howarth 2019), and may act as a 
form of mastery experience for stakeholders in and of itself. While learning via mastery 
experience largely extends beyond the scope of what IPCC communicators may achieve 
alone (structural, financial, and other hard interventions may better facilitate many mastery 
opportunities), they may be able to co-produce mastery opportunities. For instance, IPCC 
scientists could work with different stakeholders to deliver climate education, design and 
co-facilitate skills training in mitigation and adaptation, highlight opportunities for indi-
viduals to engage in adaptive actions, and encourage individuals to reflect on their past 
successes in relevant domains.

5  Overcoming hesitation to appeal to efficacy

Climate scientists are trusted more than most other communicators of climate change 
(Wang et  al. 2020). Despite this, IPCC scientists may be reluctant to appeal to efficacy 
in the ways described above, due to a desire to maintain a neutral stance in relation to 
policy advocacy. For instance, Gundersen (2020), who interviewed IPCC scientists in Nor-
way, found reluctance amongst the interviewees to speak up about climate change publicly 
because they were afraid to risk their perceived objectivity and credibility.

However, hesitation in appealing to efficacy may be overcautious for two reasons. 
First, communicating to bolster efficacy is a proactive, motivational stance, which is not 
anticipated to undermine perceptions of scientific credibility. Research has found that the 
credibility of scientists does not suffer when they advocate the need for greater climate 
action (i.e. non-policy specific communication) or when discussing the pros and cons of 
specific climate policies — and was only diminished when advocating certain specific poli-
cies, like nuclear power (Kotcher et al. 2017). Other work finds that advocacy of specific 
policies implicates perceived objectivity, but not credibility or trustworthiness (Cologna 
et al. 2021). Although efficacy appeals may of course be policy-relevant, or depict specific 
types of responses, putting these principles into practice does not require communicators to 
engage in advocacy of specific policies, unless they wish to. Additionally, communicating 
how effective responses will be, or highlighting that individuals and groups have the capac-
ity to carry out certain actions, is not the same as advocating for specific responses. It is an 
encouraging, advisory position, but one that is subtly different to policy advocacy.

Second, despite this, there is also clear evidence that people wish for scientists to go 
beyond their current engagement practices on climate change. A large-scale study found 
that members of the public in Germany and the USA, as well as other climate scientists, 
would prefer scientists to adopt fewer neutral stances when communicating with the media 
and policymakers about climate change (Cologna et al. 2021). A study with climate com-
munication practitioners in the UK also highlighted that climate scientists, journalists, and 
other communicators believe it is important to nurture a sense of agency and empowerment 
through their communications practices (McLoughlin et  al. 2018). Thus, it is likely that 
efficacy-oriented communication will be accommodated.

Given perceived motivations behind scientists’ engagement are also a key factor in pub-
lic perceptions of credibility, IPCC scientists could also be transparent about their inten-
tions (Beall et al. 2017; Nelson and Vucetich 2009). To be wholly clear, evoking efficacy 
is not about persuasion; it is about communicating climate information in a way that fully 
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acknowledges and respects the psychological needs of the individuals being engaged with. 
It is about reducing the risk of negative wellbeing outcomes for audiences, by providing 
‘a route out’ — helping people feel confident to proactively cope with the threats posed 
by climate change. In fact, due to this, it is more problematic not to appeal to efficacy 
when communicating potentially threatening information, given the clear risks of negative 
and avoidant coping responses when efficacy beliefs are low (Peters et al. 2013). In this 
sense, communicating efficacy is akin to serving the public, an intention which is associ-
ated with credibility in the public mind (Beall et al. 2017). An efficacy-focused approach 
is also about properly respecting that all individuals engaged with are ‘agents of change’ in 
the transition towards a climate resilient planet (O’Brien 2018: 157).

If further caution is desirable while appealing to efficacy, communicators may also (a) 
discuss a range of response options without focusing on any one response in particular, 
(b) clarify that they are not endorsing any policy or action discussed, (c) caveat efficacy 
appeals by stating that it is for individuals to decide how to act and what to support. And 
very cautious communicators could, without discussing actions explicitly, (d) encourage 
people to reflect on the types of responses they feel personally able to engage with, what 
they feel is achievable together, and feel is most likely to be effective, and use that informa-
tion to guide their decision making.

6  Conclusion and recommendations: Suggestions for IPCC scientists 
and other climate change communicators

While there is clear and consistent evidence of the importance of efficacy variables in pro-
moting adaptive responses to climate change, efficacy-evoking information has often been 
neglected, treated as an afterthought, or left out altogether in climate change communica-
tions. Thus, there is now a great need to change course in climate engagement, to ensure 
that a sense of threat is balanced with efficacy. As laid out in this essay, communicators 
have a range of practical options available to do so. The recommendations are now sum-
marised in relation to the IPCC.

In public and stakeholder facing activities, IPCC scientists and communications staff 
should:

1. Use language that aims to increase a sense of self-, response-, and collective-efficacy 
(see Table 1) alongside communicating the human health risks of climate impacts and 
highlighting where climate actions are socially normative.

2. Use effective visuals that balance depictions of the impacts of climate change with 
imagery showing people engaging in climate solutions.2

3. Provide examples and stories of people successfully taking actions to address climate 
change and overcoming obstacles, tailoring these examples to audiences where possible.

4. (Co)-facilitate opportunities for mastery experiences where possible, to enable stake-
holders to feel confident about implementing different actions and responses.

2 A useful resource for evidence-based climate change imagery is www. clima tevis uals. org, which includes 
a ‘solution’ gallery.
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In objective, scientific reports, it may not be appropriate to include efficacy-framed lan-
guage. However, in reports and SPMs specifically, IPCC authors may usefully:

1. Increase emphasis on the effectiveness of specific response options (i.e. providing infor-
mation to inform readers’ response-efficacy related to solutions).

2. Do more to communicate which actions are achievable and straightforward for poli-
cymakers, individuals, and groups to take (i.e. providing information that can inform 
readers about self-efficacy and collective-efficacy).

3. Overall, ensure content about the threats posed by climate change impacts are suffi-
ciently balanced with efficacy-relevant, solution-oriented information.

Finally, in relation to the IPCC’s overarching communications:

1. Include efficacy appeals (as above) in press releases, media content, social media posts, 
and other public-facing communication.

2. Revisit the aim of ‘empowering people to deal with climate change’ alongside the core 
function of science dissemination (IPCC 2010: 3).

Given its global reach, the IPCC collectively can be a significant force in nurturing effi-
cacy, alongside science dissemination. However, other communicators must also play a role 
in building efficacy too. While IPCC scientists may engage with localised groups in some 
of their capacities, tailoring to specific audiences may not always be achievable in some 
of the IPCC’s communication practices (e.g. reports and press releases). Other communi-
cators (e.g. national and local governments, journalists, health professionals, community 
members, and creative practitioners) who have different target audiences, values, and goals 
may be able to administer more targeted appeals to efficacy. As discussed by McLoughlin 
(2021), it appears that efficacy appeals may be delivered particularly effectively by trusted, 
in-group communicators from within shared value groups. Therefore, IPCC scientists and 
communications staff should also work with a range of different communicators, stake-
holders, and interest groups as intermediaries to help co-produce efficacy.

In these ways, by appealing to efficacy more fulsomely, the IPCC, climate scientists, and 
other communicators can certainly empower more people to cope with the threats posed by 
climate change.
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