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“ What does it feel like to live on the brink of  
a vast historical change? It feels like now.” 

—Kim Stanley Robinson

Act Now: Introduction

The implications of the science around climate change are alarmingly 
clear. The link between greenhouse gases and climate change is now 
well established, and scientists are gaining a greater understanding 
of what the Earth might look like if it were to warm by 1.5°C, 2°C, or 
more. A growing number of people now recognize that addressing 
climate change is critical. 

What we do—or don’t do—individually and collectively over the next 
decade will shape the future trajectory of our climate and our world. 
Those decisions, that leaders like you will make, affect not only you 
and your organization, but also children, families, and communities 
near and far. 

After all, many places are already facing extreme heat, severe 
droughts, and rising sea levels that threaten to inundate 
communities and displace millions. And while climate change poses a 
threat to everyone, low-income and historically marginalized groups1  
often face a disproportionate climate risk. Further, institutional 
responses to climate change may ignore or unintentionally worsen 
some of these effects.

And climate change isn’t happening in isolation. It’s unfolding 
against a backdrop of complex forces that make the right course of 
action difficult to chart. Even as the climate science is increasingly 
understood, factors like growing political polarization and 
geopolitical risk, unstable economic conditions, advancements in 
technology, and grassroots social movements are harder to predict. 
How these factors intersect and interact with climate change makes 
it difficult for even the most knowledgeable leaders to make choices 
today that will help them navigate the massive uncertainties of the 
future.

To help leaders confront these challenges, Monitor Institute by 
Deloitte—the social impact strategy unit of the Deloitte Purpose 
Office—engaged a diverse group of more than 100 public, private, 
and social sector leaders from across the globe to explore their 
perspectives on the future of climate action and its interrelation 
with equity. We spoke with scientists, economists, activists, doctors, 
business leaders, and more to build a broad mosaic of perspectives 
about what is happening. Drawing on those insights and a deep scan 
of existing research, this report aims to help leaders across sectors 
understand the range of divergent futures that could transpire over 
the next decade and consider how they can take more robust and 
equitable climate action today.

Because while no one can control the way the future plays out, 
leaders like you are best positioned to influence it, even if climate 
change isn’t your core focus. Make no mistake, addressing climate 
change will require everyone to take action. And our cumulative 
choices along two dimensions—the scale at which we act to address 
climate change, and how fairly we do it—will have an outsized impact 
on how the coming years unfold.

This report is designed to help better prepare you and your 
organization for the “vast historical change” ahead. Our aim is to 
build on the work of the many experts who have been in this space 
for decades to create an accessible guide for those who recognize 
that climate change and equity are important but may not have the 
time, expertise, or knowledge to fully unpack them on their own. 
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UNDERSTAND and gain a baseline sense of the importance and current state of climate action and climate equity.

ORIENT yourself to the range of different “worldviews” driving action—or inaction—on climate, as well as the baseline assumptions 
that we all need to get our arms around to be able to make wise decisions in the coming decade.

EXPLORE a set of four plausible yet provocative hypothetical future scenarios for the next decade that can help your organization 
grasp and prepare for divergent futures.

ACT with an understanding of what steps you can take today to guide your organization amid uncertainty.

We recognize that this is a lot to pack into a report. So we have attempted to cover a range of key topics here by making them easy to either 
skim or dive into, depending on your needs and your familiarity with climate change and climate equity. The Understand section of this report, 
for example, is aimed at helping those less familiar with climate change and climate equity get up to speed before moving into the scenarios 
and their implications for action. If your day-to-day work focuses on climate and sustainability, you should feel free to just skim this content or 
skip ahead to the Orient section of the report (page 7). 

In the sections that follow, we aim to help you:

Act Now: Introduction
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Understanding climate action  
& climate equity 

Act Now: Understanding climate action and climate equity

below 2°C,” an unprecedented level of climate action needs to occur 
over the next decade.2 Most notably, global emissions would need to 
peak before 2025 and then fall by 43% by 2030, with large increases 
in renewable energy generation, trillions more dollars in climate 
financing, and more protections for forests and other natural  
carbon solutions.3  

Milestones like these are a stretch, but they’re not impossible. They 
could be achievable with significant and decisive climate action, and 
such actions would benefit humanity in almost every way imaginable. 
Economically, bolder climate action is estimated to bring tens of 
trillions of dollars alongside millions of net new jobs globally in areas 
like energy production, vehicles, and energy efficient buildings.4  
Beyond economic measures, estimates suggest that stronger climate 
action can avoid more than 100 million premature deaths, improve 
health outcomes globally, and preserve a more habitable ecosystem 
for future generations.5  This isn’t to ignore the very real friction and 
risks in transitioning to a less carbon-intensive future, but by almost 
every measure, the benefits of transition far exceed the costs.  

However, if meaningful climate action stalls, other, less hopeful futures 
are also possible, perhaps even probable. Climate change is hitting 
the point where we don’t have any more decades to delay. There is a 
shrinking window to quickly implement climate solutions and reap the 
social, health, and economic benefits of meeting the goals of the Paris 
Climate Accords. If the next decade is one of stagnation and delay, it 
becomes much harder to tell an optimistic story. 

What does that mean? It means climate change isn’t an issue that leading 
organizations will be able to sit out over the coming decade.

Why there is hope

While significantly more climate action is needed, there is real 
momentum to build on. 

Nearly 200 countries joined the landmark Paris Agreement, and 
more than 70 countries—including the United States, China, 
India, and the EU—have targets in place to reach net-zero carbon 
emissions.6 Additional global agreements on issues like methane and 
deforestation have progressed in recent years.7 Wealthier economies 
are already reducing carbon emissions—US emissions, for example, 
have dropped 21% from their peak in 2007, and emissions across 
the EU have fallen 34% since 1990.8 This progress is bolstered by 
a growing number of policy packages and legislative changes that 
are incentivizing the transition to renewable energy and green job 
creation. And countries at COP27 established a fund for loss and 
damage to aid global adaptation to climate impacts, signifying an 
important step forward in supporting communities in preparing for 
future damages.9  

Many leaders know that climate change is one of the most important 
issues of the 21st century. But the constant flow of new findings and 
reports can make it hard to take stock of exactly where we are. And 
attempting to summarize the diligent work of committed climate 
leaders and experts would take volumes. 

Below, we detail four key points about the current state of climate 
action and climate equity that can serve as critical level-setting  
for leaders across sectors, as you prepare to take action in the  
coming decade.

Why the next 10 years are so important 

The next decade of climate action is critical. But, as a number of our 
interviewees noted, the “next decade” has been critical for at least  
30 years. So organizational leaders looking to push for bolder climate 
action are often met with some confusion or even hesitancy about just 
how important the next decade really is. 

And it’s also critical to recognize that with climate change, many 
decisions that people make today don’t manifest immediately but 
bake in consequences for future decades. In other words, more 
emissions today may not create problems by 2030 but will likely result 
in a bleaker 2050.

As it stands, progress on efforts to address climate change has been 
real but incomplete. Had greater climate action occurred over the 
past decades, there would be a larger “climate buffer” today that 
would allow for more degrees of freedom on climate action. To meet 
the goals of the Paris Climate Accords to limit global warming “to well 

At a glance: 
What you need to know 

1   The next decade of climate action is pivotal in 
shaping the trajectory of our shared climate future.

2   While climate change is a serious threat and much 
more needs to be done, there are still reasons for 
optimism. 

3   The effects of climate change are unequal and will 
likely exacerbate existing inequities to a devastating 
degree.

4   Pursuing climate action that ignores issues of 
fairness and equity is a fragile strategy, which may 
not be durable over time.
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In addition to public action, technological advances, private-sector 
action, and philanthropy have added to the progress. Solar, wind, 
and battery prices have plummeted faster than expected, falling 
nearly 90% in the case of solar over the past decade, and rapid 
advances in other renewable energy and storage systems continue 
apace.10 Private-sector groups have formed in areas such as jet 
fuel, shipping, and carbon capture looking to reduce, capture, or 
offset carbon.11 Philanthropic funding for climate change is at record 
highs, which is supporting a wide range of civil society organizations 
working to drive climate action.12 And finally, public sentiment on  
the need to address climate change is trending in a positive   
direction, as more people around the globe see climate change       
as a major threat.13  

All of this progress is flawed, caveat-ridden, and not enough on its own. 
But it is happening. And some of the bleakest projections for warming 
now seem far less likely because of these efforts.14

Why the effects of climate change are unequal

Climate change, and how we respond to it, are inextricably linked to 
issues of fairness and equity. While climate change affects everyone, 
it disproportionally impacts low-income and historically marginalized 
groups. As Tulaine Montgomery, co-CEO of New Profit has explained 
in the past, “We’re all facing the same storm, but we’re not all in the 
same boat. Some of us are in duct-taped rafts and others are in 
reinforced cruiser ships and there’s really no comparing the vessels.”

Defining climate equity

There are a variety of definitions of “climate equity” from 
organizations, communities, and governments across the 
globe. Equity and inequity describe relative outcomes 
between groups of people. While some think of equity in 
terms of economic disparities, others think of them in terms 
of gender, race, or other characteristics. However, most 
definitions have at least two elements in common.15  

Climate equity encompasses distributive impacts: who bears 
the brunt of the consequences of climate change, and who 
reaps the most benefit from climate action. For instance, a 
world in which low-income communities face the worst of 
climate events while wealthy people benefit from low-cost 
solar power and electric vehicles would have a compounding, 
highly inequitable distribution of benefit and burden. 

Climate equity also includes participatory decision-making: 
who designs climate solutions, who decides which ones to 
pursue, and who is funded to carry out the work. Equitable 
participation might include designing climate solutions 
with the people and communities most affected by climate 
change, engaging community advisory groups to participate 
in decision-making, and funding local leaders to execute  
the work.

Act Now: Understanding climate action and climate equity
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Act Now: Understanding climate action and climate equity

Research shows that, in general, low-income and historically 
marginalized groups are more likely to be impacted by climate 
hazards, face greater harm when climate hazards occur, and have 
access to fewer resources required to rebuild and prepare for 
future events.16  For people living in low-income countries that have 
contributed very little to greenhouse gas emissions, it’s particularly 
brutal and unfair. These countries face a disproportionate burden of 
climate change when it comes to issues like projected health impacts, 
economic growth, displacement, coastal flooding, and risk of food 
shortages, among others.  

What’s more, climate change doesn’t just create new inequities, it 
amplifies existing ones. As climate equity leader Dr. Adrienne Hollis 
put it, “Climate change exacerbates every issue that marginalized 
communities now face.” 

Even organizations that don’t focus on climate per se will see 
the impacts.17 This amplification could erase the gains of many 
governments, businesses, and nonprofit organizations that have 
worked for decades to increase economic opportunity. And as shown 
below, this pattern repeats itself across a variety of issues. From 
gender equity to racial equity to health equity—the negative impacts 
of climate change have the potential to overwhelm the gains of 
current equity efforts.18 

Organizations working toward more equitable outcomes—no matter what 
those outcomes are—should understand that climate change will be a 
major headwind in the coming years.

Dimension of social equity Example of how climate change worsens different dimensions of social equity

Disability rights
Environmentally driven supply chain shortages for day-to-day necessities as well as for assistive technology are 
more likely to harm disabled individuals, especially those who live in marginalized communities, who rely on 
public health and emergency health care services.19 

Economic equity

Climate change stands to drive 68 million to 135 million people globally into poverty by 2030 potentially erasing 
gains from many existing anti-poverty efforts. Those currently facing economic uncertainty are most likely to 
feel those effects, due to systemic underinvestment in climate adaptation in their communities, lower access to 
education, and fewer high-earning and/or climate-buffered job opportunities, among other factors.20  

Gender equity

Because of structural barriers to resources and information—for instance, lower literacy rates globally and fewer 
leadership roles outside of the home—women are less likely to survive climate-related natural disasters because 
they don’t have the same access to information on how to respond when crises occur. Furthermore, given their 
disproportionate likelihood to be below the poverty level, women stand to make up 80% of people displaced by 
climate change.21  

Health equity

Between 2030 and 2050, climate change is expected to cause approximately 250,000 additional deaths per 
year, disproportionately affecting low-income areas with weak health infrastructure where access to medical 
professionals, facilities, and health education are significantly lower. Further, the World Health Organization 
estimates that 99% of the disease burden from climate change occurs in low-income countries, 88% of which 
occurs in children under five years of age.22 

Indigenous rights

Climate change can destroy previously balanced ecosystems that indigenous groups have inhabited for 
millennia. This is already occurring in places like the Himalayas, the Arctic region, and the Amazon.23 This 
ecosystem destruction will likely result in disproportionate displacement for Indigenous communities around 
the globe.

Intergenerational equity A child born in the United States today will experience 35 times more life-threatening extreme heat events than 
one born about 60 years ago.24 

Racial and ethnic equity

Because of structural barriers to housing in the United States—for instance, historical redlining and segregation, 
Black and African American individuals are 40% more likely to live in areas with the highest projected increases 
in extreme temperature-related deaths and more likely to live with industrial pollution, which can worsen 
climate-induced health effects.25    

Refugee and migrant rights
Climate change is expected to force between 25 million and 1 billion people to migrate from their homes by 
2050, with 90% of migrants coming from the most vulnerable countries that have the fewest resources to adapt 
to climate change.26  
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Why fairness and equity are important parts of 
climate action

Reducing inequities is naturally a key component of climate equity. 
But equitable climate action isn’t just about mitigating harm. Leaders 
from historically overlooked groups can bring unique perspectives 
and powerful climate solutions. As Julius Tapper, head of Inclusive 
Innovation & Equity-Centered Design at Doblin, notes, “There’s an 
element to equity work that is looking to mitigate historical and 
current injustices. That’s a critical but incomplete frame. There is also 
a growing awareness that in order to do new things, to really innovate, 
you need to include and seek to understand people and ideas that 
you haven’t before.” More diverse representation from a variety of 
identity groups can help organizations unlock innovative solutions that 
lead to stronger climate action. 

In addition to broadening the set of potential solutions, funding and 
supporting frontline leaders can also lead to stronger support for 
climate action. Top-down, technocratic climate proposals can only 
go so far without the support of broad coalitions. And many different 
coalitions are forming to push for bolder climate action. For example, 
unions and other groups advocating for low- and middle-income 
workers are supporting climate projects like renewable energy, carbon 
capture technology, nuclear power generation, and hydrogen fuels 
because they are seen as green-job engines.27 Environmental justice 
leaders in the United States are organizing residents and helping to 
secure funds to clean up polluted areas and help them advance into a 
lower-carbon future.28 When these kinds of groups come together to 
support broader climate action, it can lead to durable progress that is 
hard to undo.

However, the opposite is also true. By ignoring issues of fairness and 
equity, climate progress is more fragile. For example, many low- and 
middle-income countries are currently forced to make a difficult 
choice of balancing carbon-intensive economic development with 
making progress to avoid the worst effects of climate change. In the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, leaders initially endorsed a plan to 
conserve parts of the country’s rainforests to maintain them as sinks29  
for large amounts of carbon, but later chose to prioritize developing 
fossil fuel reserves in the forests, with the goal of stimulating economic 
growth and funding anti-poverty measures. As the country’s lead 
representative on climate issues explained, “Programs to reduce 
poverty, programs to bolster economic growth—that’s our priority. 
Our priority is not to save the planet.”30 

Without adequate funding for green projects and without sufficient 
response when climate disasters do strike, low-income countries 
with fast-growing economies are put in a near-impossible situation. 
So it’s not surprising that, when put in those difficult circumstances, 
some choose to deprioritize climate action in favor of near-term 
economic development and poverty alleviation. Globally, to get to a 
world with more climate action, wealthier countries have a role to play 
in supporting low- and middle-income ones to help them prepare 
for, and manage, the difficult times ahead. Awareness of this reality is 
building, and the recent “loss and damage” fund established at COP27 
is an example of this support. 

In wealthier nations, low-income and historically marginalized 
communities haven’t seen the same benefit that wealthier 
communities have from low-carbon technology like electric vehicles 
and solar energy.31 Some climate equity advocates we interviewed 
shared that asking low-income residents to support low-carbon 
technology while only wealthy residents see direct benefits is a hard 
argument to make. These advocates also noted that carbon-intensive 
legacy industries are elevating the visibility of these kinds of unequal 
benefits and even “co-opting” them to stall important climate action. 

Beyond distribution of benefits, inequitable processes can also stall 
climate action. Researchers have found that when clean energy 
projects fail to be implemented, the primary reason is a top-down 
process that lacks community engagement and support.32 

Organizations that want to address climate change without considering 
fairness and equity are likely missing out on important ideas and risk 
building their climate efforts on a shaky foundation.

Making sense of climate equity

Climate action and equity can be either a vicious or virtuous circle. By 
underplaying or ignoring climate equity, the effects of climate change 
will be unequally distributed and support for climate action may not 
be as strong as it could be. But climate action and equity can also 
positively reinforce one another. As Dr. Jonathan Foley, CEO of Project 
Drawdown, notes, “Climate change, the problem, makes inequity 
and injustice worse. But equity and justice can improve with climate 
solutions. We have the potential to have more jobs, more health, more 
security, and more justice if we implement climate solutions with 
people in mind and do this the right way.” 

And for organizations deciding on their climate strategies and climate 
action plans, there are many “two-fers”—solutions that can improve 
climate and equity simultaneously—to consider supporting. For 
example, Project Drawdown recently catalogued 28 climate solutions 
that simultaneously improve the well-being of people living in extreme 
poverty while also addressing climate change. As the authors of the 
report note, “The world should not have to choose among human 
development, poverty eradication, climate mitigation, and climate 
adaptation; win-win solutions are at hand.”33

Act Now: Understanding climate action and climate equity

https://www.drawdown.org/publications/climatepoverty-connections-report?_ga=2.18831865.1778303896.1670447756-1061375654.1670447756
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Act Now: Orienting your organization in the right direction

Orienting your organization  
in the right direction  

and to understand people’s attitudes and actions over the course 
of the next decade. Each worldview sees climate change and the 
subsequent implications for equity through a different lens. A 
“Techno-optimist,” for example, might want to focus on funding 
moonshot technologies and innovation, while someone with a 
“Green Mobilization” worldview would prefer to support grassroots 
community organizing and coalition building. 

It’s important to note that these worldviews are not mutually 
exclusive. Many people may hold a combination of several different 
views simultaneously. The set of worldviews outlined here aren’t 
exhaustive of all belief systems that exist and may not be equally 
“correct” based on the facts, but they each appear to be held in 
earnest by leaders across a variety of organizations.

It’s also worth noting that the list includes several worldviews—
Climate Minimizers, Climate Doomists, and Climate Denialists—that, 
based on our research and conversations, are unproductive or not 
anchored in an accurate understanding of the science and realities 
of the climate crisis. They are, however, perspectives that sizable 
groups of people have gravitated toward. Rather than ignoring them, 
it’s important to recognize that you will likely interact with these 
points of view in your work.

While there is no longer any scientific dispute about whether we are 
changing the climate, there is a great deal of debate about how we 
should respond to it over the coming decade. Even among those 
committed to taking action, there are a wide range of divergent 
belief systems—or worldviews—that shape and color the way people 
approach the issues. 

Worldviews

We all know that most people don’t approach issues in a perfectly 
“rational” way. Accessing all available information, carefully and 
dispassionately weighing the facts, and arriving at an unbiased 
course of action is a tall ask. This is especially true for topics 
like climate change and climate equity, which can be confusing, 
overwhelming, politically charged, or uncomfortable to address  
for some. More often, people start from an existing belief system—
or worldview—and gravitate toward information and solutions  
that align with that overarching perspective. Our work has identified 
several predominant worldviews about climate action and  
climate equity.

These kinds of worldviews are particularly useful as prisms to help 
us gain perspective on the way climate change is viewed today 
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Worldview What someone with this worldview believes

Carbon Essentialists Given the climate emergency we face, the only thing that really matters is decreasing carbon emissions as 
quickly as possible; everything else (including equity) is secondary. 

Climate Compliance It is unreasonable to expect organizations, let alone individuals, to make sense of climate action so, instead, 
governments should enact appropriate climate regulations that people and organizations comply with.

Climate & Equity We should focus on addressing climate change and advancing equity at the same time and focus mainly on 
solutions that do both.

Climate Pragmatists
While climate change is real and we should take action, our responses need to take into account many 
other countervailing pressures—economic growth, national security, and individual preferences to name  
a few.

Global Cooperators Coordinated, intergovernmental action is the most important lever to pull in addressing climate change  
at the scale required and to ensure each country is doing its fair share.

Green Mobilization
Mass mobilization and coalition building are the primary ways to build long-term support for climate 
solutions; without that broad base of support, our collective actions will never be sustainable or meet the 
scale of the challenge.

Limits to Growth Climate change is one symptom of unsustainable production and economic systems that seek infinite 
growth on a planet with finite resources.

Techno-optimists
The key to fighting climate change is to develop technologies counteracting climate impacts that are 
significantly better, faster, and cheaper than today’s alternatives such that those solutions can outcompete 
carbon-intensive processes.

Climate Minimizers Concerns about climate change are overdramatic. Humanity has found ways to adapt to other crises we’ve 
faced in the past and will find ways to adjust to climate change as well. 

Climate Deniers Climate change isn’t happening at all, or, if it is, it’s driven by natural weather and climate patterns and isn’t 
something we can control. 

Climate Doomists Given the scale and severity of climate change—and the baked-in nature of many existing climate impacts—
climate change is too far along or too massive of an undertaking to successfully tackle. 

While these worldviews may not be a perfect or complete list of all belief systems that exist, they can serve as a valuable starting point. By 
understanding the different perspectives present within your team, organization, or network of partners, leaders can gain a better sense of 
how to approach, discuss, and begin to act on climate change and climate equity.

For additional information on these different climate worldviews, please check out a more detailed list here.

Act Now: Orienting your organization in the right direction

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/climate-scenarios-worldviews-v7-final.pdf
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Act Now: Baseline assumptions

Baseline assumptions 
While there are many different perspectives and belief systems that underlie how people look at climate and equity, there are nevertheless 
a handful of critical “truths” that all organizations will need to begin to reckon with in order to make smart choices in the midst of great 
uncertainty. 

Our research identified a set of 10 baseline assumptions that we do have a good degree of certainty about. Together, they form the essential 
foundation of understanding about what organizations will need to come to terms with—and hold onto—as they move ahead over the 
next decade. As they play out over the next decade, these 10 assumptions provide important stakes in the ground for what will occur in any 
future scenario. 

By acknowledging a shared reality, being explicit about what to expect in the coming years, and recognizing key uncertainties, leaders can begin 
to get on their front foot in helping their organizations make smart choices about climate moving forward. 

 The planet is likely on a path to reach at least 1.5°C global warming above 
pre-industrial levels by 2040, which will have significant consequences. 
Average global temperatures reached 1.1°C above 19th century levels in 2020, and all 
IPCC forecasts—even the most optimistic ones—show a greater-than 50% chance of 
hitting 1.5°C by 2040.34 Absent a concerted and transformational effort to manage 
emissions, global warming is likely to intensify beyond the 1.5°C threshold.35 As a 
result, a range of significant climate consequences are baked in and unavoidable 
over the coming years—for instance, devastating droughts, fires, hunger, heightened 
food and water insecurity, geopolitical threats, and more.36 And for certain 
ecosystems, these changes will be irreversible.37 

What is still unclear: the full effect of 
feedback loops and tipping points. 

Positive warming feedback loops—
where the impact of the planet warming 
contributes to further warming—
could result in significant increases in 
temperatures well beyond 1.5°C. These are 
hard to anticipate and capture in modeling.38

The climate impacts of the next half degree Celsius of warming will be 
more severe than those of the preceding half degree increase. Climate 
change disruptions are likely to unfold in a nonlinear fashion: A marginal increase 
in temperature may lead to disproportionately larger increases in specific 
environmental (and social) impacts and carry more risk of permanent change.39   
The past decade of warming simply isn’t a good heuristic for the next decade. 

What is still unclear: how and where 
climate impacts will happen. 

It’s uncertain exactly where and when 
climate impacts will occur, how severe they 
will be, and who exactly they will affect. 

2

1

Environment

Social & political
Humanity will likely face climate change alongside numerous other crises, 
and it stands to be one of several competing priorities on the global agenda. 
Climate disruptions will unfold at the same time as—and even cause or compound—
other crises. The  ”second-order effects” of climate change—for instance, migrants 
fleeing drought or conflicts arising over water scarcity—will make it harder for 
climate change to be addressed as a stand-alone issue. 

What is still unclear: whether society will 
experience “fight” or “fatigue.” 

People may give into “crisis fatigue” or rise 
to the challenge with renewed energy and 
creativity.

Increased awareness of the climate crisis will likely not be enough to reach 
alignment on climate action. Hastening the pace of climate action is not simply  
an information problem. Instead, greater climate action depends on mobilizing 
public will by engaging people alongside public- and private-sector organizations 
to prioritize the issue and by helping people to move past decision fatigue toward 
meaningful action.

What is still unclear: whether current 
mobilization and alignment practices will 
be enough. 

Getting people with different worldviews to 
align on climate action has historically been 
difficult, and systemic levers will need to be 
pulled for meaningful emissions reductions 
to occur.

4

3
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Climate impacts will disproportionately affect low-income and historically 
marginalized groups. The consequences of climate change will increasingly 
be inescapable for everyone. However, they will hit low-income and historically 
marginalized groups first and worst, widening many of the existing inequities, 
fissures, and flaws in our systems—from access to employment to exposure to 
environmental pollutants.40 As Vernice Miller-Travis, executive vice president of 
Metropolitan Group explains, “In many places all over the world, people live in 
ecologically vulnerable places not because they want to, but because it is the only 
place they have access to due to current and historical oppressions.” Climate change 
will also exacerbate many existing health disparities, such as increased asthma 
rates, exposure to heat, and mental health needs for populations who have the least 
access to health care resources.41 

5 What is still unclear: whether enough 
people will listen and care. 

Historically, people have difficulty mobilizing 
to challenge current practices when most 
of the consequences are felt by others, 
not themselves. Significant effort will be 
required to change entrenched systems, 
to make space for and listen to input from 
communities, and for large numbers of 
people to prioritize climate equity if they are 
not the ones being most severely impacted.

Climate change will increasingly hit economies, businesses, and peoples’ 
pocketbooks directly; it will be most acute for those that can afford it least. 
Climate impacts are likely to affect a wide swath of the economy—global crop yields, 
supply chains, insurance, and natural resource availability and affordability. Though 
communities with fewer resources will face the greatest challenges, the effects are 
expected to change everyday life even for wealthier and historically insulated groups. 

Organizations are likely to be under increased pressure to incorporate 
climate-related issues in their strategies. Given the scale of the first- and 
secondhand impacts of climate change, integrating climate action into organizations’ 
strategies and operations will increasingly become table stakes. For some 
organizations greater climate action will be a tool to attract talent and build social 
capital, for others it will be a risk mitigation strategy, for most it will be both.  

The transition to a low-carbon economy will be complex. It will require 
upfront investment but stands to produce clear long-term benefits. Despite 
steep upfront costs, the transition is expected to generate a net gain of $43 trillion, 
and if left unchecked, cost $178 trillion by 2070.43 While on the whole addressing the 
climate crisis will have outsized benefits for humanity and the economy, there will 
be winners and losers in the transition. The hard truth is that some organizations 
may have stranded assets or potentially need to sunset areas of their businesses in 
the long term, while others will be able to capitalize on new opportunities. For this 
transition to occur, powerful individuals and organizations will need to operate in 
ways that may not necessarily be in their best interest in the short term but will pay 
off  (for everyone) in the long run.  

What is still unclear: who will pay the 
costs of climate impacts. 

Governments are likely to face continued 
pressure to help communities. Wealthier 
countries that historically or currently emit 
large amounts of carbon are already facing 
pressure to provide financial support for 
loss and damage to low- and middle-income 
countries. And, though “loss and damage” 
funds now exist, the resultant size and scale 
of these efforts remains to be seen.42 

What is still unclear: whether green 
initiatives will be performative 
”greenwashing” or real action. 

It remains to be seen whether climate 
concerns will result in more profound 
changes in the flow of resources and 
approaches to work or simply be addressed 
at a surface level.  

What is still unclear: how the upfront 
investments will be financed. 

Policymakers are looking toward a range of 
taxes, government debt, carbon fees, global 
agreements, and private investment to 
finance the transition and ensure fairness in 
the benefits and costs. Where we land, and 
who gets access to that funding, remains an 
open question. 

6

7

8

Economic

Act Now: Baseline assumptions
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Act Now: Baseline assumptions

Technological
While widespread adoption remains low, we already have many of the 
core technologies needed to fight climate change. Scaling existing and 
novel renewable and other carbon-neutral technologies presents a viable path to 
meaningful emissions reduction. Notably, renewables like solar and wind are already 
cheaper energy sources compared to conventional alternatives in several regions.44  

Technological silver bullets won’t solve climate change over the next 
decade, especially for marginalized populations. Technological advancement 
is an important component for addressing climate change. However, several of 
the most commonly discussed technologies (e.g., nuclear fusion, direct air carbon 
capture) are unlikely to reach scale before major climate-related hardships and 
permanent ecosystem loss occur,45 and a number of interviewees shared that a 
rapid transition to breakthrough technologies is unlikely to occur over the next 
decade. Even if advancements occur faster than expected, newer technology 
solutions are likely to be expensive at first, slowing adoption by middle- and lower-
income groups.

What is still unclear: how attractive 
and accessible renewable technologies 
become relative to alternatives. 

Choices about energy consumption 
aren’t made in a vacuum—relative levels 
of subsidy, how competitive renewables 
become, and how widespread access 
and infrastructure for them is compared 
to higher-emissions counterparts will 
significantly influence consumer behavior. 

What is still unclear: what new, 
transformative technological solutions 
may become viable over the long term. 

We have yet to see what breakthrough 
technologies may emerge. However, relying 
on them to address climate impacts will 
result in significant costs to ecosystems and 
societies in the interim. 

9

10

For additional information on baseline assumptions and the supporting data and research, please check out an expanded version of our 
Baseline Assumptions section here.

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/us/Documents/cs-baseline-assumptions-v3-final.pdf


12

The scenarios
Even as we gain clarity about some of the critical assumptions about 
climate change and its consequences, there is much more that 
remains unknown. Yet leaders across sectors face the task of making 
plans today in the midst of that uncertainty.

Scenario planning is an approach to thinking about the future that 
is rooted in the recognition that even in the best of times, we can’t 
accurately anticipate what will come ahead. 

Scenarios are hypothetical stories about what the future 
might look like, created through a structured process, that aim to 
help organizations stretch their thinking, challenge their traditional 
assumptions, and drive better strategic decision-making. Scenarios 
aren’t about what will happen; they’re provocative pictures of what 
could happen. 

It is important to note that our scenarios here are intended to help 
leaders understand the interconnections between climate and 
equity; they are not meant to serve the same purpose as, or to 
replace, the many science-based and industry-specific projections 
that plot the possible trajectories of climate change.46  

It’s also worth understanding that even the most optimistic futures 
painted here present difficult challenges and significant threats. As a 
result of global emissions to date, there is a great deal of misfortune 
and suffering that is now baked in and unavoidable, no matter how 
people respond. 

And in the time frame we are considering—reflecting on actions 
taken this decade and where we could be in 2030—there are not 
likely to be huge differences yet in how climate disasters and other 
consequences of climate change play out, although each of the 
scenarios position us to head in very different directions in the years 
that follow.

Critical uncertainties

In scenario planning, critical uncertainties are the building blocks 
for creating potential futures. Think of them as a continuum of 
possible outcomes (normally visualized as an axis). And by labeling 
both ends of the axis, we should be able to imagine both end points 
being plausible. To envision the scenarios in this report, our team 
focused on two particular uncertainties: the scale of climate 
action and whose needs we prioritize as we act. Crossing these 
uncertainties helps to shed light on how the interplay of climate and 
equity could shape the decade to come. 

Act Now: The scenarios
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Act Now: The scenarios

The critical axes of uncertainty

Even with so much out of our control, there are ways we can influence how the future will unfold. Looking at futures with greater and less 
prioritization of climate action and equity can serve as an inspiration—or warning—of what’s to come. And while no one can control the 
future, we hope that these scenarios can help leaders arm themselves with knowledge and imagination to prepare for it.

 • Many stakeholders across sectors take meaningful action to 
address climate change

 • Actions are significant, coordinated, and robust 

 • Climate change is a top priority for leaders, companies, and 
governments

We do what we must

 • Equity considerations are not prioritized in the choices we make 

 • We don’t support those who have the least means  
and/or are facing the greatest challenges

 • Leaders don’t adopt a sense of collective responsibility  
to support others

 • Many stakeholders take climate actions that are easy or 
unobtrusive

 • Action to address climate change is siloed or deferred

 • Progress is piecemeal and doesn’t meet the scale of the 
challenge 

We do what we can

 • Equity considerations are prioritized in the choices we make

 • We make an intentional, concerted effort to support those 
facing the greatest challenges 

 • Leaders, communities, and organizations adopt a sense  
of collective responsibility to support one another 

The relative prioritization of climate action 
The choices we collectively make on climate action that determine whether we set ourselves on a path to meet international 
climate targets and avert the worst impacts of the crisis.

The relative prioritization of equitable outcomes 
The extent to which we consider and prioritize low-income and historically marginalized individuals, communities, and countries.  

For some For all
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An overview of the scenarios 

 • Growing concern over climate impacts catalyze 
top-down calls to action and leaders spearhead 
an effective drive to decarbonize. In the urgency 
to act, initiatives prioritize results at the cost of 
buy-in and input from diverse constituencies and 
communities, leaving many behind.

 • Climate progress is real and meaningful, setting  
humanity on a vastly improved environmental 
path. However, the new, greener systems  
perpetuate many of the inequities of earlier 
ones—potentially undermining long-term support 
for sustained climate action.

 • Looking ahead, continued climate action is not 
a foregone conclusion. Lacking a broad-based 
coalition, the progress of the last decade appears 
frailer than it once did.

 • Leaders try to balance climate with other prior-
ities, but the resulting efforts are insufficient to 
match the growing scale of the crisis. Globally, 
inaction by some—wealthy countries, powerful 
organizations, and recognized leaders—creates 
incentives for further inaction by most. 

 • Alarm bells continue to sound as the conse-
quences of the climate crises continue to hit 
communities, especially those with the fewest 
resources. But when coordinated efforts don’t 
materialize, people focus on protecting their 
own.

 • Looking ahead, we’re all facing the same wors-
ening crisis, but there’s no denying that some 
are better equipped than others to navigate the 
uncharted waters. Globally we have much more 
to do with even less time to do it. 

 • Inclusive prosperity and global development 
rise to the forefront as the increasingly severe 
impacts of the climate crisis hit low-income 
and historically marginalized nations and com-
munities particularly hard. Wealthier nations 
pledge to help, but actions quickly fall short of 
commitments.

 • Climate and equity intersect, but the urgent 
crowds out the important. In communities and 
nations hardest hit, leaders are increasingly 
forced to choose. In the hopes that addressing 
the pressing needs of their people will build 
more resilience for what’s to come, most choose 
carbon-intensive development. 

 • As we approach 2030, equity gains stand to be 
washed away by insufficient progress on climate 
change. Communities are building sea walls 
rather than trying to stop the sea from rising. 

 • Positive trends around climate awarenes con-
tinue to grow as the climate crisis hits home for 
everyone, even many who had previously been 
insulated from its impacts. 

 • While a singular binding international accord 
on climate remains elusive and no silver bullet 
technology emerges, many pieces of the puzzle 
begin to add up to meaningful change. Consis-
tent efforts are positioning the world—espe-
cially low-income and historically marginalized 
groups—on a markedly improved trajectory to 
respond to the challenges ahead.

 • By the end of the decade, many of the worst-
case climate scenarios and the resultant mass 
humanitarian crises have been taken off the 
table. Globally there’s a growing understanding 
that climate is not one group’s job; it’s every-
one’s job.

Technocrats save the world— 
or do they?

The perils of business-as-usual Equity advances, washed away

Climate action adds up

1

2 3

4

Act Now: An overview of the scenarios
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Act Now: Scenario 1: Technocrats save the world—or do they?

Scenario 1: 
Technocrats save the world—or do they? 

“ If you lead with climate, there’s no guarantee that we’ll evolve to be 
more just.”

 — Nathaniel Smith,  
Partnership for Southern Equity

“ If you don’t hold equity front and center, it’s eventually going to bite 
you. You won’t have the community buy-in and coalitions needed to 
sustain climate policies over time.” 

 — Adenike Adeyeye,  
Climate and Clean Energy Equity Fund 

 • Feeling the direct impacts of climate change, people 
increasingly look to the experts for solutions. 

 • Most people and organizations prioritize results on 
climate, with less concern for fairness and equity. 

Key drivers of this scenario

Prompted by increasing public pressure, global leaders across sectors spearhead a successful drive toward 
decarbonization. But by the end of the decade, it’s clear that top-down, technocratic solutions have perpetuated 
many of the inequities of earlier systems. As communities that are left behind begin to push back, climate progress 
appears more fragile than many had hoped.
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A closer look at Scenario 1:  
Technocrats save the world—or do they?
Growing concern over climate impacts catalyze a call to 
action
As natural disasters become more widespread and record-setting 
heat waves sweep parts of the globe, middle class and affluent 
communities that had previously been buffered from extreme 
climate impacts are increasingly alarmed by disasters hitting closer 
to home (and to their livelihoods). Calls for swift change begin to 
prompt action from leaders in the public and private spheres as they 
respond to the disruptions for their constituents, their consumers, 
and themselves.

Climate activists are hopeful that efforts can be channeled to bolster 
an inclusive transition as leaders head into the G-20 convening in 
2025. The G-20 commits to bold steps on climate, and participating 
nations state they will institute a range of policies including 
renewable energy subsidies and greener supply chain requirements. 
But there’s little appetite to risk slowing potential advances by 
looking at underlying inequities, such as where materials are 
sourced, who gains and who pays under the new policies, and how 
low-income workers are treated. 

Momentum drives climate action but leaves many behind
One White House staffer is overheard at a local bistro: “This is a 
crisis. We need to move fast. We don’t have time to consult every 
community in America.” Their sentiment rings true, as officials in the 
United States and Europe move swiftly to advance new policies and 
regulations that stimulate climate action. 

These political leaders focus on results and speed, favoring high-
profile strategies that prioritize maximizing carbon reduction 
over other, more equitable, broad-based, and community-driven 
solutions. Climate action stays in a narrow lane focused on 
decarbonization, ignoring issues confronting vulnerable populations, 
like rising climate-related health disparities. 

Still, the “Green Race” is on. As developed nations jockey for climate 
advantage, corporate leaders across the globe follow suit. They 
release ambitious climate agendas to take advantage of the market 
opportunity, aiming to get out ahead of regulation and exploit 
subsidies. Middle- and high-income consumers and employees 
increasingly prioritize companies that lead the charge for sustainable 
business practices and products. Corporations take one of two 
approaches: initiating plans to be carbon neutral or investing 
heavily in research and development of new, greener technologies. 
Governments roll out ambitious clean energy initiatives. Many 
countries and corporations are vying to lead the way—or at least, to 
not be left behind—in the new green economy. But less developed 
economies struggle to keep pace with shifting expectations, 
increasingly losing out to neighbors with more means to adapt.

Climate progress is made, but gains are fragile
Despite steadily improving climate projections, the media 
increasingly reports on emerging rifts. Local communities are 
protesting hydroelectric power plants in Brazil that are drying up 
rivers previously used for fishing. In the United States, stories begin 
breaking about the way electric vehicles are being adopted by the 
affluent while low-income communities continue to pay sky-high  
gas prices. 

Climate-first policies are yielding real results, but the economic 
benefits are yet to be widely realized. Political opponents begin to 
use evidence of the unequal impacts of the greener economy as 
a way to undercut public support for even demonstrably effective 
climate policies. This message resonates in communities near and 
far who have lost legacy industries or now face vastly higher energy 
and insurance bills despite stagnating wages. In a growing number 
of pockets around the globe, citizens begin to take their frustrations 
out at the polls, voting in candidates who promise jobs, not biofuels. 

As we approach 2030, we’ve made immense gains on climate, but 
equity has largely been an afterthought. One leading global activist 
poignantly articulates it, “I’m not sure you can get away with trying to 
save the Earth at the expense of so many of its people.”

Looking toward 2050
Continued progress on climate goals is no longer a foregone 
conclusion. While those who can afford to are profiting from 
climate investments, vulnerable communities lack the resources 
and opportunities to partake in the green economy, even as 
they continue to suffer the consequences of climate disasters. 
Increasingly, without a diverse and broad-based coalition supporting 
climate action, the progress of the past decade appears frailer than 
it once did.

Act Now: Scenario 1: Technocrats save the world—or do they?
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Act Now: Scenario 2: The perils of business-as-usual

Scenario 2: 
The perils of business-as-usual

“ The fact that it’s big and scary doesn’t mean we should do nothing.”

 — Elizabeth Yeampierre,  
UPROSE

“ Even as some places make real progress, globally, what we’re doing 
today won’t lead us where we need to go, and that will be disastrous 
for the climate and for humanity.”

 —  Anonymous,  
Climate Change Nonprofit   

 • Change at the margins is insufficient to address the 
climate crisis; as these efforts fall short, insufficiency 
deters further action.

 • In the face of global catastrophe, people focus on  
self-sufficiency, leaving those with the least resources  
the most exposed.

Key drivers of this scenario

As leaders balance climate action with other priorities, “ordinary” efforts prove insufficient to match the 
extraordinary scale of the climate crisis. Globally, relative inaction by many wealthy countries, powerful organizations, 
and recognized leaders creates a downward spiral of further inaction by others. With little hope for significant 
coordinated action, people focus on protecting their own to weather the worsening storms ahead.
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A closer look at Scenario 2:  
The perils of business-as-usual
Business as usual rules the day, crowding out attention on 
climate
Climate impacts are increasingly in the headlines but continue to get 
pushed below the fold by other issues. In most homes, the deluge 
of world events and daily strains—civil unrest, family obligations, 
ongoing health crises—are enough to bump concerns about climate 
change off the radar. In corporate boardrooms, environmental 
commitments take a back seat to profits in tough economic times. 
Partisan gridlock slows any significant political action across 
democracies. On the international stage, more countries join global 
climate accords and commit “green” development aid to emerging 
economies, but without clear mechanisms for enforcement, many 
are expected to fall far short of their targets. 

Leaders in several low- and middle-income countries face growing 
pressure to reduce poverty and promote economic development. 
But when their calls for significant aid from wealthy, high carbon-
emitting countries are ignored, many adopt plans for more rapid, 
carbon-intensive development. They emphasize that they can’t be 
expected to unilaterally ignore their own needs—and their national 
fossil fuel reserves—for the sake of the rest of the world. 

Progress on climate action from the 2010s and early 2020s isn’t 
completely left by the wayside though. Green technologies advance, 
but not nearly at the speed and scale required for widespread 
adoption. Hopes from earlier in the decade for seamless transitions 
to electric vehicles are dashed by sluggish adoption rates and spotty 
infrastructure access. This story repeats itself across industries, as 
carbon-intensive activities often remain the path of least resistance. 
Numerous local governments and businesses continue to pursue 
climate equity initiatives, but the work is piecemeal—and it’s  
not enough. 

Inaction, with disastrous consequences
Experts increasingly warn we are falling far short of acting at the 
scale and speed we must in order to address this crisis. Climate 
change has become the ultimate global tragedy of the commons, 
where the incentives to act are diminished by everyone else’s relative 
inaction. By the mid-2020s, political gridlock in the United States 
stalls most additional environmental regulation and investment in 
climate solutions. China defangs its carbon-neutrality goals, citing 
the need to remain economically competitive. Many businesses 
follow a similar pattern, setting more “realistic” sustainability goals 
and emphasizing that they can’t compete with other firms that 
aren’t taking action. When more than half of the signatories fail to 
meet their Paris climate commitments in 2029, the resultant news 
headlines don’t even hold attention for 24 hours. 

Hopes for coordinated climate action wane, but the impacts of 
both a changing climate and its social and economic consequences 
continue to mount for communities around the globe. As droughts 
persist in Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, UN officials report that 
women often walk more than seven miles daily to access drinking 

water for their families, putting them at greater risk of violence. It’s 
clear that our bleak climate reality does not affect all of us equally: 
Those with the least means—and the least culpability for the crisis—
will end up paying the most. 

Communities aim to take care of their own, leaving many 
behind
Disasters are hitting more regularly. Without clear, unified leadership, 
many governments retreat to focus on their own individual priorities. 
While New York City prepares for rising sea levels by doubling down 
on coastal resiliency projects, regional governments in India pilot 
agricultural programs to buffer against food shortages. Notably, 
neither the United States nor India advance on their national climate 
commitments. At best, people and governments manage to adapt to 
the changing environment. At worst, they watch lives and livelihoods 
wither or wash away. 

As we approach 2030, the gap between wealthy and low-income, 
historically marginalized communities has widened significantly. 
On a global scale, communities with fewer resources are struggling 
to prepare for extreme weather, food or water scarcity, and public 
health crises. Meanwhile, those with more resources focus on 
self-sufficiency from national power grids, levees to protect coasts, 
and building infrastructure to buffer their homes. The devastating 
consequences of delaying action on climate and equity are coming 
into focus, and the picture is bleak.  

Looking toward 2050
By putting climate on the back burner, we are facing a disastrous 
future. We’re all facing the same crisis, but there’s no denying that 
some are better equipped than others to navigate the uncharted 
waters. The most vulnerable among us stand to pay the steepest 
price. Many people feel our best hope of avoiding catastrophe is a 
roll of the dice—making a few desperate “big bets” on technological 
long shots. Other leaders simply do what they can in the face of 
insurmountable odds, saying, “The best time to plant a tree was 20 
years ago. The next best time is now.”

Act Now: Scenario 2: The perils of business-as-usual
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Act Now: Scenario 3: Equity advances, washed away

Scenario 3: 
Equity advances, washed away 

“ For many emerging economies, despite not contributing to the car-
bon footprint, if the emitters do nothing, all you can do is adapt.”

 — Anonymous,  
International Development Professional

“ Climate change is a political problem—a moral problem—not 
a technical problem. If we ignore that, we’ll be trying to fix the 
windows on a house with no foundation.”

 —  Danielle Deane-Ryan,  
Bezos Earth Fund   

 • Our efforts to address climate change are not enough to 
mitigate its impacts, so people instead figure out ways  
to adapt to their worsening situation.

 • Without outside investment for green development, the 
push to improve basic standards of living today outweigh 
concerns about long-term climate impacts. 

Key drivers of this scenario

Global inequity is exacerbated as climate disasters disproportionately hit less affluent communities first and worst. 
As a result, inclusive prosperity and global development rise to the forefront. But when aid falls short, many are 
forced to prioritize improving basic standards of living through carbon-intensive development. Climate actions focus 
on disaster relief, inequitable health outcomes, and refugees. By 2030, many equity gains stand to be washed away 
by insufficient progress on climate.
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A closer look at Scenario 3:  
Equity advances, washed away
The pressure of climate change shines a light on global 
inequities
Increasingly, disasters are visibly exacerbating existing challenges 
for the struggling economies of many low- and middle-income 
countries. As a result, pushes for inclusive prosperity47 and global 
development rise to the forefront.

While many wealthier countries, often those with the largest carbon 
footprints, pledge to lower emissions and support a green transition 
around the globe, their actions are limited by polarization and 
competing priorities. As they fall short on their public commitments, 
the struggling leaders of low- and middle-income nations find 
themselves at a loss. They are left with two difficult options: 
pursue slower development efforts to stay the course with climate 
commitments or go after rapid economic development by “any 
means necessary” (e.g., natural resource extraction, sidestepping 
environmental best practices). Most choose to prioritize immediate 
needs, hoping that better jobs and infrastructure will increase 
resilience and position their people to adapt in the face of oncoming 
climate impacts. As one leader from Central Africa questions, “Why 
are we expected to remain in poverty and slow our growth, while 
those who have poisoned the planet prosper?” 

Meanwhile, in lower-income communities in wealthy nations, 
coalitions of community organizers and activists make notable 
progress in connecting a focus on climate with broader social 
movements related to inclusive prosperity and racial justice. New 
coalitions emerge to bring together previously disparate groups like 
labor unions, immigrants, rural famers, and Black and Indigenous 
communities to advocate for green jobs and increased support for 
climate-affected regions. These coalitions push for equity advances 
on issues ranging from disaster preparedness infrastructure for 
historically marginalized groups to workforce development and 
affordable housing.   

Climate and equity intersect, but the immediate crowds out 
the important
In an attempt to steer equity efforts toward greater climate action, 
many of the community leaders closest to the inequitable impacts of 
climate change make the case that climate and equity are inherently 
linked—you cannot make long-term progress on one without the 
other. Prominent think tanks and philanthropic foundations amplify 
this message, attempting to shift the political discourse. But there 
still isn’t sufficient political will to take on the difficult challenges of 
reducing still-rising levels of global emissions. 

The climate solutions that do manage to gain traction increasingly 
focus on how communities can adapt to and prepare for 
climate change’s disproportionate consequences for vulnerable 
communities and nations. Scientists criticize what they see as 
“dangerous short-sightedness,” pointing out that people are 
addressing the symptoms of climate change, not the root causes. 
But the message doesn’t take hold. And many places find themselves 
in an unfortunate equilibrium where inaction begets more inaction.

Across the globe, politicians and power brokers increasingly take 
a realpolitik view when addressing inequity. They view it as a way 
to maintain allies—and grow markets. Western democracies 
moderately increase aid and disaster relief assistance, helping low- 
and middle-income countries adapt to growing climate impacts. 
China doubles down on its existing development loan programs. 
Soon, most major powers seem to be vying for influence in 
Southeast Asia and West Africa through loans, development aid, and 
climate adaptation support. The investments and aid provide a life 
raft for many, but do nothing to forestall the rising tide of  
climate change. 

Climate action sits squarely on the back burner
For much of the decade, building broad public support for significant 
climate change mitigation efforts—along with large-scale public 
financing—has proven challenging. Communities are laying sea walls 
rather than trying to stop the sea from rising. Only a few pockets 
of climate action have really blossomed, in places like California, 
France, Costa Rica, and New Zealand. And in these areas, climate 
action has been equitable—from investments in indigenous 
agricultural practices, to workforce development for green jobs, to 
community-based disaster relief networks. Blueprints for equitable 
climate action are emerging, but they haven’t gotten close to the 
widespread, global adoption required to move the needle on  
climate change. 

As we approach 2030, many worry that progress on equity is 
proving fragile in the absence of significant advances on climate. 
Activists across the globe find themselves watching years of racial 
justice, economic development, and community building gains 
literally washed away by hurricanes, droughts, and heat waves that 
disproportionately impact under-resourced populations. 

Looking toward 2050
It’s evident that equity gains will be put at risk without concordant 
gains on climate change. To support durable equity gains, we 
desperately need to make up for lost time in addressing climate. 
Some worry efforts to do so may be too little, too late, but others are 
hopeful that we can rise to the challenge with empathy, unity, and 
emerging grassroots solutions.

Act Now: Scenario 3: Equity advances, washed away
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Act Now: Scenario 4: Climate action adds up

Scenario 4: 
Climate action adds up 

“ It’s hard to point to significant and progressive societal changes that 
have not involved social mobilization. Pulling policy levers alone is 
not enough.”

 — Tony Bebbington,  
Ford Foundation

“ Once folks see what’s possible, then we can have radical 
imagination, determination, and faith to make it happen. I have 
optimism that people can stand up and demand something better.”

 —   Jacqui Patterson,  
Chisholm Legacy Project   

 • Sustained efforts by many different stakeholders are enough 
to drive meaningful progress, even without new, significant 
global agreements.

 • Equitable climate action creates a positive feedback loop for 
future inclusive efforts.

Key drivers of this scenario

Positive momentum on climate change and growing awareness of inequity builds. Despite a lack of significant 
global policy breakthroughs, actions from regional governments, businesses, and community leaders start to add 
up, exerting further positive pressure toward collective action. By 2030, we’ve made significant progress on many 
fronts—the worst-case scenarios and resultant mass humanitarian crises have been taken off the table.
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A closer look at Scenario 4:  
Climate action adds up
Climate progress continues to build
As the tangible consequences of climate change—and their 
disproportionate impact on communities with fewer resources—
become more inescapable, many elements of social and 
environmental progress from the early 2020s build. 

Climate awareness continues to grow as the crisis hits home for 
everyone, even those who were previously insulated from climate 
impacts. People everywhere are feeling the effects—directly 
through flooding, heat waves, and water shortages, and indirectly 
through supply chain disruptions and massively rising insurance 
premiums. At the same time, heated protests at several international 
conferences highlight the growing scale of, and frustration around, 
global inequity. In the United States, the intersection of race with 
inequities—resource scarcity, displacement from natural disasters, 
health outcomes—catalyzes widespread calls to take action around 
racial equity. Political and business leaders pay attention.

At the same time, green technology advances begin to make clean 
energy, electric vehicles, biofuels, and plastic substitutes price 
competitive with more carbon-intensive alternatives. By the middle 
of the decade, we reach a turning point where clean energy and 
greener products are more within reach, even for lower-income 
communities. Many historically low- and middle-income countries 
take steps to develop and adopt green industries, hoping the shift 
will bring prosperity and stability to their economies. Globally, 
companies are increasingly responding to evolving consumer 
preferences and shifting toward greener, more ethical supply chains 
and product offerings. 

As many historically marginalized communities are hit hardest by the 
impacts of the climate crisis, awareness of the link between climate 
and equity builds. Clean energy, health equity, and racial justice 
rise markedly as voter concerns. The moment lifts numerous vocal 
climate advocates into office. Nevertheless, gridlock and polarization 
continue to stall major advances by national governments and 
weaken efforts to pass most international accords to advance 
climate and equity. But progress continues around the margins, 
with smaller policy changes taking shape with support from public, 
private, and social sector organizations. 

Momentum to address climate and equity together takes off  
Public awareness and community engagement on climate equity 
continues to grow over time, especially as communities with more 
robust climate approaches begin to see results. Local politicians feel 
pressure to take bolder action, even as national and international 
progress remains moderate. They sign pledges and enact policies 
that drive incremental but meaningful progress. A coalition of US 
midwestern states pass bills to incentivize building wind farms, 
providing subsidies for green jobs based in low-income communities, 
and setting new requirements for the use of renewable energy. 
Meanwhile, bolstered by consumer and employee concerns, a 
coalition of global CEOs goes a step further and signs pledges 

to formalize ambitious equitable climate action plans that target 
decarbonization by 2050 alongside transition and relocation 
assistance for their global workforces. 

These actions from regional governments, businesses, and 
community leaders start to add up. Many organizations are 
embracing change and seizing the opportunity to meet the moment 
on climate in a way that makes sure everyone reaps the benefits of 
a green transition. Eventually, momentum begins to seep into larger 
agreements in certain regions. 

For instance, after a very public and highly inclusive deliberative 
process, the EU passes policy packages that lean heavily on 
incentives for corporations to provide green jobs with living 
wages, clean up supply chains, and transition to cleaner energy 
sources, alongside government-funded workforce development 
for vulnerable communities. Their commitments go a step further, 
acknowledging historical injustices in carbon emissions by providing 
adaptation assistance and development aid for non-member states 
struggling to manage existing humanitarian crises.  

Economists are hopeful that the EU’s move, combined with growing 
consumer and voter demands, will incentivize other high-emissions 
countries—the United States, China, and India—to do the same. 
Globally, we arrive at a moment of hope. At a regional conference in 
Ecuador, one UN official heralds, “Today, one can begin to imagine an 
economic system that will mitigate the worst of the climate crisis and 
buffer millions from poverty.”  

Progress adds up, even as challenges remain on the horizon
While progress on climate and equity isn’t uniform or perfect, it’s 
widespread enough to be meaningful. The scientific community 
commends these efforts but reiterates warnings that significant 
baked-in climate impacts will continue to intensify, especially in low-
lying and heat-prone regions. Media outlets highlight the dual reality 
we find ourselves in: “Crisis contained: Worst-case projections off the 
table, but climate disasters continue.” 

As we approach 2030, how we view the climate crisis and our role 
in addressing it has shifted. Globally there is an understanding that 
climate is not one group or industry’s job; it’s everyone’s job.

Looking toward 2050
There is more work to be done, especially for communities that 
will still experience significant climate impacts. However, we are in 
a much better place. Looking ahead, we are poised to tackle the 
impacts of the climate crisis as a—somewhat more—united front. 
The response of the past decade is viewed as a win for global action 
on climate and equity. 

Act Now: Scenario 4: Climate action adds up
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Act Now: Key takeaways

Key takeaways  
Looking ahead, climate change will become increasingly inseparable 
from virtually everything else we do. Its consequences, and our 
responses to them, will become the inescapable “context” for a larger 
and larger share of business, social, and political decisions. Whether 
you’re selling widgets, advocating for racial justice, or planning 
transportation infrastructure, climate change will affect your work.
With that in mind, our work highlights just how closely linked climate 
action is with equity. As Scenario 1: Technocrats save the world—or 
do they? illustrates, climate gains and support could be eroded if 
low-income and historically marginalized groups only see climate 
innovations benefiting wealthy, privileged individuals. Alternatively, 
Scenario 3: Equity advances, washed away emphasizes that progress on 
equity without considering climate is also fraught. Low-income and 
historically marginalized groups are at a greater risk of experiencing 
climate impacts and often lack the resources to prepare for, adapt to, 
and rebuild after them. In communities around the world, decades of 
work to improve education, build community engagement, and reduce 
poverty could be set back by a single climate disaster. 

In other words, climate action without consideration of equity 
is fragile, and prioritizing equity without climate action risks 
watching gains literally wash away. Inaction on either one has the 
potential to dramatically undercut progress on the other. But the good 
news is that progress on climate change and climate equity together 

can create a virtuous cycle, unlocking greater gains for each. Getting 
there, however, requires intentionality, and that starts with committing 
to a better future. 

Committing to action
Each of the futures described in this report are possible, but none is 
inevitable. While there are many factors outside any one individual’s or 
organization’s control, there are also meaningful steps you can take to 
move toward a better, “preferred” future. 

In this context, Scenario 4: Climate action adds up is that preferred 
future. That isn’t to say it’s an ideal or utopian scenario. Our actions 
up until now have baked in significant climate impacts that will 
create widespread suffering and loss. But Scenario 4 averts many 
of the worst effects of climate change and does so in a way that is 
relatively equitable, reducing burdens for low-income and historically 
marginalized groups, sharing benefits, and building durable support 
for climate action. 

The recognition that there is a clear preferred future begs the 
important question: What can organizations do to help move toward a 
scenario where climate action adds up? 
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We believe that one of the most important factors in achieving 
this preferred future is that many different organizations and 
stakeholders—from grassroots activists and philanthropists to 
corporate executives and politicians—show real leadership in 
pursuing equitable climate action. For these efforts to create 
meaningful progress, decision-makers across organizations cannot 
be bystanders. By distributing responsibility, equitable climate action 
becomes not just a moral obligation, but a practical one, as each 
individual’s or organization’s efforts (especially those whose core 
focus isn’t climate change) builds additional pressure to reinforce 
subsequent action by others. 

Act Now: Key takeaways
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Act Now: Taking action

Taking action 
The exact actions that an individual organization is positioned to take 
depend on a variety of factors. Sector, geography, industry, mission, 
and more all play a role. So, while it’s hard to provide an exact road 
map for every organization, our research does point toward a set of 
five critical steps leaders can take:

1. Take stock 

Taking action on climate begins with better understanding how climate 
change will impact your organization and what actions it might best be 
positioned to pursue. Consider how climate will alter many different 
aspects of your work and operations, including: 

 • Your assets, facilities, and workforce. Assess what physical 
and human assets within your organization are vulnerable or at 
heightened risk of climate change and how you can protect them. 
How are your workers, buildings, or other assets exposed to  
climate impacts, or to second-order consequences of those  
impacts?

 • Your partners and supply chains. Consider the people outside 
your organization that your work touches—customers, suppliers, 
beneficiaries, partners, community members, and others—and 
how climate change is likely to affect them. Map out supply and 
value chains to understand how climate change will impact the 
critical materials and services involved in your organization’s work 
and how people living in the places you operate may be affected. 
Think about how climate could influence demand for the work your 
organization does, as well as the need for new or adjacent areas  
of work. 

 • Your strategy and approach. Take a step back and revisit your 
strategies for the coming years. Ask how they might need to be 
adjusted in light of new needs, complications, or opportunities 
created by climate change. Understand where advances in  
technology, new investments, and greater public demands for 
climate action could shape your organizational responses.

 • Your goals, purpose, and mission. For many organizations,  
climate change will become a driving force in decision-making as 
the decade unfolds—altering what you do, where you operate,  
and who your stakeholders are. Consider whether your  
organization may need to adjust its core mission and purpose  
to remain relevant or competitive. 

2. Take a first step 

One of the biggest barriers to climate action is the feeling that you 
need to have everything figured out before taking action. Climate 
action and climate equity are complex—there’s an overwhelming 
amount of research out there and a fear of getting it wrong. Often 
overcoming the inertia of inaction is the first step. 

Identify and take one action—do one thing—that you know will 
move equitable climate action forward. It’s OK if that one thing is the 
lowest-hanging fruit. It might be speaking with one supplier about its 
sustainability practices. Or engaging leaders across your organization 
to discuss funding for climate equity work. Or pushing to change one 
piece of local policy. Maybe even speaking with your stakeholders 
to understand their immediate needs and concerns around climate 
change. As one philanthropy executive explained, “You have to start 
somewhere in order to start at all.” 

And of course, don’t stop there. Once you’ve taken that first step, 
take another. And another. As those efforts take root, you can begin 
to consider a broader, more thoughtful plan of action for your 
organization. 

3. Prioritize equitable outcomes

If we are trying to move toward equitable climate action, focusing on 
climate alone is not enough. Without deliberate design and effort, 
new, greener systems will naturally mirror the inequities of existing 
ones. Improving equity requires intentionality. For any climate action 
you consider, think about how you can design, fund, do, or build more 
equitably. Being intentional about how you approach climate action 
takes time, which given the urgency of the crisis, is not an abundant 
resource. We recognize this tension. But climate and equity solutions 
are often not necessarily at odds, and taking some time now to 
consider your approach and learn from those spearheading equitable 
solutions will pay off in how successful your actions are in the long run. 

If, for instance, an organization needs to retrofit parts of its 
headquarters because of climate risk, it can also explore whether 
facilities can be updated sustainably, contribute to local economic 
growth in the use of subcontractors and vendors, or serve as a 
community resource in times of crisis. Acknowledging the importance 
of achieving equitable outcomes in building durable climate 
solutions—and finding ways to deliberately integrate that goal into 
your actions—is a critical element in moving toward a preferred 
future. And, as you prioritize equitable solutions, bear in mind that  
a bias to action is necessary to address the climate crisis.
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4. Join others 

Although individual actions add up, it’s also true that a single 
organization can only do so much to advance climate action and 
climate equity on its own. One challenge for the scale and urgency 
of climate change is that it requires coordinated, widespread action. 
To unlock greater benefit, organizations can work together and close 
regulatory or policy loopholes to create systems that enforce, sustain, 
and support equitable climate work. 

As you do so, don’t feel like you always need to be the leader or the 
initiator. There are a wide range of collaborative efforts that already 
exist that you can plug into. Look at what organizational partners are 
already doing, consult with industry or sectoral associations, or join 
a regional collaborative to learn how you might work with peers to 
create impact that is greater than what you could accomplish alone. 

5. Map out the boldest play

Imagining your boldest move can help stretch your perception of what 
is possible. Going “all-in” on equitable climate action will look different 
for every organization. For some, it may mean moving to fully carbon-
neutral operations. For others, it looks like designing climate-resilient 
infrastructure. 

Of course, committing to bold action is different from actually mapping 
the path to get there and implementing it. Even if your organization 
doesn’t move forward with its boldest play, simply opening up your 
aperture, removing constraints, and imagining more significant action 
can help spark more innovative and creative ideas. And maybe once 
you explore them, some of the actions won’t seem so unapproachably 
bold after all. 

Act Now: Taking action
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What all this could mean for you
We recognize that these steps are general and that the real value comes from grounding them and thinking through the nuances of what 
the answers look like for your individual circumstances. But it isn’t possible to provide specific advice for every reader, so to help you begin, 
we’ve created a handful of quick, illustrative “personas”—tangible examples of the questions you should be asking yourself within different 
organizational contexts to get started. Even if you don’t fit neatly into one of these personas, we encourage you read through them as you think 
through your tailored response.  

For someone who HASN’T THOUGHT MUCH ABOUT CLIMATE before, the imperative is to get started. It’s not about becoming a climate 
expert; it’s about being willing to take steps forward amid uncertainty. 

For a FOUNDATION LEADER, it’s critical to begin exploring how climate may change the issues and communities that you focus on, as well as 
how you approach your grantmaking and investments. 

Take stock. How is climate change perceived by the people involved 
in, or benefiting from, your work? How do they stand to be impacted 
by climate change? At a high level, what risks and opportunities will 
climate change create for your organization? 

Make a move. Could you convene members of your organization to 
discuss equitable climate action and what role you might play? Could 
you assess one area of your organization and pilot ways to reduce 
your emissions?

Prioritize equity. Are the policies and actions your organization 
supports advocating for the needs of low-income and historically 
marginalized communities? 

Take stock. How might climate change and its consequences alter 
the needs in your community—as well as your grantees and the issues 
you care about?

Join others. Are there coalitions advancing equitable climate action 
you can join? Is there an opportunity for you to start building networks 
of peers to discuss or engage on this issue? 

Map out the boldest play. Is there a world in which your 
organization has no carbon footprint? What unique assets do you 
have that could help communities near and far adapt to climate 
impacts? Could or should the mission of your organization be tied to 
advancing equitable climate action?

Make a move. Could you set aside funds for equitable climate 
action? What innovative new solutions or promising technologies 
could you look to support? Could you support one grantee to further 
climate equity through their existing social change efforts? 

A few ways to get started
•  Get a better understanding of your direct (Scope 1) and indirect (Scope 2) emissions using one of the many available online 

estimation tools48  

•  Look at ways to lower emissions and environmental pollutants where you have centers of gravity (i.e., your headquarters, primary 
warehouses, factories, etc.) 

•  Screen your vendors and suppliers for their climate and equity practices 

•  Make a carbon offset purchase and prioritize purchasing offsets from vendors with equitable practices

•  Find a network of your peers and start a dialogue 

•  Support policy and advocacy work advancing equitable climate action 

•  Support a workforce development program for green jobs in your region that could be a potential talent pipeline for your 
organization

Act Now: What all this could mean for you
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Act Now: What all this could mean for you

For a CORPORATE EXECUTIVE, it’s necessary to think through how climate change affects your existing work and how your work impacts 
climate, and begin preparing for a future where climate change is the backdrop impacting many more of your business decisions. This could 
range from your business model and mission to where your headquarters are and which supply partners you select.  

Take stock. How might climate change shift the needs and wants 
of your employees, partners, and customers? How could it alter 
your business operations: where you work, how you work, and the 
associated risks to your company’s supply chain and business model? 

Make a move. What is your firm’s carbon footprint, and how could 
you lower it? Could you talk with your supply chain partners about 
their sustainability goals and practices? How might your overall 
business model need to adapt to mitigate climate change or to 
account for disruptions caused by it?

Prioritize equity. How can your company’s sustainability efforts be 
more inclusive of local communities and stakeholders? For any climate 
action you take, how could you design it in concert with historically 
marginalized and/or local communities to ensure the actions  
benefit them?

Prioritize equity. How could you change your strategies, the way you 
assess grant opportunities, or how you choose investment criteria for 
your endowment to include considerations for climate equity?

Join others. What existing collaboratives or funder networks could 
you join to start getting involved in climate action? 

Map out the boldest play. Could or should your organization’s 
mission change in light of the climate crisis? Should you be spending 
a greater share of your funds—or even spending down your 
endowment—to address climate issues?

Join others. What existing industry coalitions focus on equitable 
climate action? Is there an opportunity for you to convene your peer 
set to explore industry-specific changes to your supply chain? Could 
you partner with nonprofits or local government to support equitable 
climate action? 

Map out the boldest play. Could or should you reengineer your 
value chains to account for your climate goals or the risk climate 
change poses to your organization? Is there a business case to make 
your organization carbon neutral? Could you make sustainability 
and climate equity targets key performance indicators (KPIs) for 
executives? 

What it could look like in action
Recognizing climate change as one of the greatest threats to global public health, a leading health foundation realizes that without 
addressing climate in its work, health equity will worsen dramatically. The funder decides to fundamentally update its mission and 
strategy to address the impacts of climate change, joining with others to deliberately fund climate and health equity together and 
intentionally incorporating climate considerations into its funding decisions. 

Many funders have added a deliberate “equity lens” to their funding strategies in recent years, acknowledging that equity 
considerations affect most issues that a foundation might work on. Over the next decade, funders should be prepared to consider 
adding a “climate lens” to their work as well, as the effects of climate change become more pronounced and the need for climate 
action becomes inextricably linked to almost any other work a funder might do. 

What it could look like in action
A prominent corporation that has spent the past several years developing a carbon offset strategy to help counteract its carbon 
emissions recognizes the opportunity to take more equitable climate action. The company experiments with putting some of its 
carbon offset budget specifically toward programs designed to train and employ low-income and historically marginalized workers 
to carry out the on-the-ground work.

Many leading companies are already looking at both climate action and social impact, but often in separate silos. More solutions are 
emerging that can unlock real climate advances and create meaningful impact in communities at the same time. Companies can 
start small by taking simple, individual actions that begin to connect these two areas of activity. 

https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
https://amedeloitte.sharepoint.com/sites/ClimateChangeScenarios/Shared%20Documents/General/05.%20Work%20Products/,%20https:/www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health.
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For a DEVELOPMENT PROFESSIONAL doing governmental, diplomatic, or international NGO work, it’s essential to understand how the 
issues and communities you care about will be impacted by climate change, consider the complex interdependencies and broader geopolitical 
implications of the climate crisis, and balance the motives of constituents whose interests are not naturally aligned.

For a LOCAL COMMUNITY LEADER, it’s important to get a grasp on how climate change and its consequences will impact your community’s existing 
and future needs, and begin preparing ways to support them in weathering the challenges to come and advocating for equitable climate action.

Take stock. How will the issues your work touches be impacted by 
climate change? How will they alter the needs and challenges your 
stakeholders are facing? What are the second- and third-order effects 
of climate change that are most likely to disrupt your team’s efforts?

Make a move. How could you put equitable climate action on 
the agenda for your office, alongside existing priorities? Could you 
advocate for increased funding for climate mitigation and adaptation? 

Prioritize equity. How can you provide support to those most at 
risk for climate impacts? How can you include and elevate community 
voices in your climate efforts, or consider the equitable outcomes of 
any climate actions you take?

Take stock. In what ways is your community vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change? Are there ways in which your community 
disproportionally contributes to emissions? How could the climate 
crisis change the priorities of your community? How might it change 
the needs you are expected to address? What solutions can your 
community lead? 

Make a move. Could you convene to ask community members 
about their perspective on how climate change will affect them? Could 
you start or support an information campaign to build awareness of 
existing community resources?

Join others. Can you convene those you work with to discuss climate 
and equity? Who would you need to bring to the table? Could you 
build a new coalition? 

Map out the boldest play. What would it look like for climate action 
to become an explicit priority alongside your other efforts? Should 
you reallocate funds to address climate and equity, or make an effort 
to explicitly integrate climate equity considerations into the criteria 
guiding your decision-making?

Prioritize equity. Is the climate work happening in and around your 
community focused on equitable outcomes? Are low- and middle-
income and historically marginalized members of your community 
engaged in design and decision-making?  

Join others. Is there an opportunity to engage with others in your 
field on the ways in which climate change will impact your work? How 
can you work across sectors to scale promising solutions?

Map out the boldest play. Is it possible that more—or most—of 
your efforts should focus on addressing the current and future 
impacts of climate change for your stakeholders? Do you need 
additional funding or a separate task force to support your 
community? 

What it could look like in action
A global development organization looks to develop its climate action plan by working directly with low-income and historically marginalized 
groups. The more inclusive planning process ensures that the priorities of these communities are front and center in the new plan, that 
new efforts incorporate critical local knowledge, and that the benefits and funding streams related to climate action are distributed fairly. 

When taking stock of existing work and creating new plans, it’s important to remember that a key part of equitable climate action is the 
participation of those most affected by climate change. Organizations can prioritize equity in how they develop plans, how they fund local 
communities, and how they hold themselves accountable to communities.

What it could look like in action
Recognizing common goals, community activists in low-income neighborhoods and rural and indigenous areas collaborate with 
local environmental groups to develop community solar cooperatives. Participants purchase solar panels and co-locate them in 
shared arrays that offer the community the opportunity to produce and purchase clean energy at discounted prices. This provides 
local homeowners, renters, and businesses with access to affordable resources and control over their energy production, while also 
advancing important regional climate goals. 

These types of community-based collaborations allow community leaders—often with very different primary agendas—to work 
together to achieve important shared progress, advocating for climate justice and equitable climate action. 

Act Now: What all this could mean for you
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Act Now: Conclusion

Conclusion
Looking at the decade to come, there are a range of baseline 
assumptions that leaders can hold onto to understand the severity 
and trajectory of climate change. These baked-in truths will become 
evident in a number of predictable ways. But while climate science 
can help shed light on these effects and their likelihood, there is 
unfortunately no accompanying scientific process that can predict 
how governments, institutions, businesses, funders, and nonprofit 
organizations will respond. Which means grappling with this crisis will 
require leaders to grapple with uncertainty. 

The four hypothetical scenarios described in this report paint a picture 
of divergent futures—some with devastating outcomes for people and 
the planet and others where meaningful progress occurs. One of the 
scariest, and also most hopeful, observations about these scenarios is 
the possibility and plausibility of each. 

It doesn’t take much imagination to see how focusing on other 
challenges such as geopolitical threats, economic insecurity, and 
political gridlock instead of climate change creates conditions where 
enough action never materializes over the next decade. Sleepwalking 
to disaster is a real possibility. But it’s also possible to look at the real 

momentum on all fronts—continued global agreements and targets, 
steady technological advancement, and emission reductions in 
wealthier countries—and see a different path forward. A path where, 
with intentional consideration of equity and fairness, stronger climate 
action is within reach.  

How organizations like yours prioritize equitable climate action will 
define the future that emerges. And as the effects of climate change 
become more prominent, it will be harder for influential organizations 
to sit things out. 

So, as we all face the range of possible futures that could come 
to pass—some better and some quite scary—it can be helpful to 
remember the words of Jonas Salk, the inventor of the polio vaccine. 
He said, “I have had dreams, and I’ve had nightmares. I overcame the 
nightmares because of my dreams.” 

If we can all begin to move toward more equitable climate action 
today, we still have the time to prevent our nightmares from becoming 
our reality.
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