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​Preface
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I want to start by sharing the 200 words I’ve spent more time on than any others in my life: my “Truths and Life Intentions.” It’s the only thing in this book that I didn’t write for you. I wrote it in 2017 as a way to clarify what matters most to me.

I’m not sharing this deeply personal north star with any naive expectation that you’ll adopt it. I’m sharing it because this book wouldn’t exist without it. And because it’ll give you a better understanding of me and where I’m coming from: how I think, what I care about, and who I’m striving to be.

One last thing to know: I’m still not very good at following all these intentions and keeping these truths in mind day-to-day. But I’m getting better over time. And that’s the point.

​Truths and Life Intentions

I am going to die. It could happen at any moment.

But I am here now, and that is truly a miracle.

All known life is a miracle. We live on Earth – just a pebble in the vast cosmos, our only home.

All life on Earth is biologically related – a family.

We are made of stardust. We are one.

I am aware my life simply consists of a multitude of nows. And do my best to live in the now as often as possible. It’s all I’ll ever have.

I will make the most of my time, being true to myself and living out my values.

I invest my precious time:

	Loving myself.

	Loving family and friends.

	Loving all other life I interact with.

	Working to prolong the existence and maximize the quality of life on Earth.


I do this because I love life. And I want as many people as possible to experience as good a life as possible, including people who aren’t born yet like my kids and grandkids.

In my heart, I know contributing to others’ happiness and making the world a better place is the right thing to do.

By being conscious of these truths and consistently acting on my intentions, I will flourish.

Writing this climate action guide was a way of loving all the people I know and the many beings I don’t – a way to help “prolong the existence and maximize the quality of life on Earth.” Because I’m convinced of two things:

	The effects of climate and ecological breakdown will be much worse than most people expect.

	We can rebuild a better society much faster than most anyone thinks is possible if enough people like you and me step up.


We tend to think linearly. But these environmental and social systems move exponentially. As Director of the Multisolving Institute, Dr. Elizabeth Sawin says, “When our problems grow exponentially, the danger is that we react too late. When our solutions grow exponentially, the danger is we give up too early.”

I believe most people are good and want to do more to protect the people and places we love – to help build a better world. If that’s you, you’ve found the right book. And I’m grateful we’re on this journey together.

––––––––
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Much love,

Ryan
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​Introduction
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Do you remember when the reality of climate change truly sank in for you?

For some, it happens in an instant – a sudden realization or an extreme lived experience like a wildfire, heatwave, or flood taking away a home, crops, or someone they love. For some, it’s more gradual – a slow drip of conversations, headlines, and connecting dots that builds up over time. For some younger people, it’s all they’ve ever known – an underlying anxiety about a crisis they didn’t create but must face.

Everyone’s path is different. But, eventually, we all end up at the same place. We realize we need to figure out what the hell to do about it.

You’re here because you:

	Know that climate and ecological breakdown threaten everything we care about,

	Are rightfully worried (or freaking out), 

	Realize that the people in charge aren’t doing anywhere near enough, and

	Want to do something about it. You want to do more to help transform society toward a safer, healthier, and more just future where all life thrives.


I’m here for the exact same reasons. And we are not alone. Study after study shows there are billions of people around the world who feel the same way – who are worried about climate and want to do more to help.

This is welcome news because we’re living through what may be the most disruptive and consequential chapter in human history. With each day that passes, human-caused global heating and ecosystem destruction make it harder to live. To stop making these problems worse, we must achieve net-zero emissions globally and become a planet-positive species that does more good than harm by restoring our life-supporting ecosystems.

What the planetary emergency means for life on Earth in the decades to come is daunting, scary, heartbreaking, infuriating, overwhelming, exhausting, and everything in between.

It’s natural to feel these things. 

And, given the scale of the problem, it’s rational to wonder: Is it too late? Does what I do make any difference? 

These are important questions. So here are the quick answers:

It both is and isn’t too late. It’s too late because, after decades of delayed action, the climate has already changed. The climate and ecological crises are increasingly wreaking havoc by taking lives, destroying infrastructure, and unraveling the ecosystems that function as our life-support systems. And all of this will get worse before it gets better. 

So the hard truth is that for far too many innocent people, places, wildlife, and ecosystems, action was or will be too late. This failure (and, in many ways, crime against humanity) is a historic, inexpressible injustice.

But at the same time, it is not too late.

The most important thing to understand about the future, as planetary futurist Alex Steffen often says, is this: There is still a vast difference between the best and worst-case scenarios. And the future we get depends on what each of us decides to do in the coming days, months, and years.

[image: A chart showing the past, present and future on the X axis, and the worst to best outcomes on the y axis. Spaghetti-like lines criss-cross throughout to show which path we’ve taken so far, which we could have taken, and which we may or may not take in the future.]

Pathways to best and worst possible futures. Credit: Tim Urban, Wait But Why. (Labels modified)

There’s still so much that hangs in the balance – so many lives we can help to save or improve, including our own and the people we love...or will love when they’re born.

I’m writing this book because I know that no matter who you are, what you do, or where you live, you can help move us closer to the best-case future scenarios because you are far more powerful than you realize.

Every one of us influences the people around us, the community and state we live in, the schools we go to, and the organizations we work for.

Collectively, the policy and investment decisions made in these very same communities, states, schools, and organizations are what will determine our future.

So, as one of the relatively few people who belong to these places and know the people there, you are one of the relatively few people who can influence the crucial decisions being made there. It’s the sum of all these decisions in our schools, communities, states, and companies that will determine how sustainable our world is going forward.

That means that what you do matters. What you choose to do (or not do) does make a difference.

Every one of us has something valuable to contribute. We all have different skills, experiences, resources, ideas, connections, and spheres of influence that we can gear toward solving this problem.

This book will help you understand your power and how to use it to change the systems you’re a part of. It will also help you navigate your climate journey – a journey we’ll all be on for the rest of our lives.

​Great! And who are you exactly?

Right, hi :)

My name is Ryan Hagen, and I have been a full-on sustainability nerd since 2013.

The first time climate change crossed my radar, though, was in the spring of 2012 when I was 20 years old. My girlfriend at the time emailed me a link to a scientific study about it. I remember being slightly alarmed but quickly putting it out of my mind and moving on. It seemed overwhelming, sad, and scary. But I ultimately rationalized it away like most of us do with some combination of, “This sounds...pretty bad. But it also seems like it’s a future problem? And maybe it’s not as bad as it sounds. Nobody I know is talking about it. Neither is the media so it can’t be that big of a deal, right? There’s no use in worrying myself...plus I don’t have time right now – I’ve got things to do and people to see.” 

Six months later, I watched An Inconvenient Truth while studying abroad in Copenhagen and was alarmed. I started researching. I got more freaked out. “This is real. And a big deal. Why isn’t everyone talking about this? Why aren’t we doing something about it?”

One day, I stumbled across a poll asking people to rank their political issues. At the time, I was trying to figure out what to do career-wise. I was in the middle of a summer internship at an insurance company that I now know is fueling the climate crisis. Week by week, I became increasingly convinced that if I was going to work 40 hours a week for the next 40 years, I needed to find work that was more meaningful. So I put a lot of thought into the question this poll was asking. What was the most important issue to me? The list of options read: Healthcare, The Economy, Taxes, Immigration, The Environment, National Security, etc. When I came to “The Environment” and compared it to the other issues one by one, I slowly realized it had to be the most important.

My logic was simple: We depend on the environment for our most basic needs, such as food, water, air, and safe places to live. If the environment was too polluted – if the weather and climate became too extreme – if the basic building blocks that every human relies on became too scarce, then none of the other things would matter all that much (if they still existed at all).

That was the moment I realized: If we get climate wrong, nothing else will be right. There would be unimaginable amounts of suffering, upheaval, and death. So many lives were at stake. And, on the flip side, so many lives could be saved and improved if we took action to solve it.

In the following months, it became clear that I couldn’t unsee that truth. I knew I wouldn’t be able to look at myself in the mirror if I ignored it – if I didn’t at least try to do something about it. So I made a promise to myself that I’d find a way to make a career out of working on climate change.

After graduating from college with a business degree in economics and sustainability, I got a job working in clean technology. But a few years later, I was ready for a change. I quit to go backpacking and figure out how I could do more on climate. Increasing my positive impact felt even more urgent after Donald Trump got elected in 2016.

Days after leaving my job, a friend asked me if I’d write an article on sustainability for his blog. I was pretty stoked about the idea. I had A LOT to say – way too much for one article. In the following weeks, this seed of an idea grew from writing a single article to starting a newsletter that would empower people everywhere to act on climate. Once again, I knew I’d regret it if I didn’t at least try. So, I listened to my heart and decided to start writing! ...In other words, I moved back home with my parents to start Crowdsourcing Sustainability and pretty much everyone I knew thought I was nuts.

Crowdsourcing Sustainability was built around a weekly newsletter called “What on EARTH?!” that I wrote to educate, inspire, and empower people to act on climate. After a couple of long years, it took off with 200,000+ people signing up from 150+ countries. And I turned Crowdsourcing Sustainability into a nonprofit.

From 2017 to 2023, I wrote over 225 newsletters, pouring my heart and soul into every one. During that time, I also spoke with hundreds of people in the Crowdsourcing Sustainability community about their climate journeys and actions, interviewed dozens of sustainability leaders about what we can do, did a ton of research, made a lot of friends in the climate space, spoke at dozens of events, and was featured by the UN, TEDx, and LinkedIn Top Voices in the Green Economy for my work.

As I learned more about the most impactful actions we can take, I’d write about why they mattered and how to do them. In doing so, I helped inspire and empower thousands of people to take more, and more systemic, climate actions. Some people:

	Switched careers (e.g., from working on Facebook to food waste).

	Overcame anxiety and became activists working to get their schools, towns, and states to implement climate solutions.

	Started working to change policies and investments at their company. 

	Got their universities to start green revolving funds to invest in sustainable projects. 

	Began organizing their churches and clubs to accelerate action.


It was this process of identifying, researching, and guiding people on taking a variety of different climate actions that led to the top ten list featured in Part 3 of this book!

Crucial to all of this was my own activism and self-education along the way. I never stopped learning, doing the work, growing, and meeting amazing people. I went to Citizens’ Climate Lobby’s bootcamp and lobbying day, The Climate Reality Project’s training with Al Gore, Project Drawdown’s first two conferences (camping in freezing temps for one), and multiple Sunrise Movement trainings.

I became an activist with the Sunrise Movement, Extinction Rebellion, and an ally to Fridays for Future. I risked arrest multiple times (and actually got arrested for peacefully protesting with Sunrise in the halls of Congress for a Green New Deal). I’ve been that guy handing out flyers on the street and supporting die-ins at the world’s largest financial institutions. I was also a part of my company’s green team and my town’s sustainability group. I’ve volunteered with environmental organizations, phone banked for climate champions, spoken up at city council meetings, and worked to continuously minimize my family’s carbon footprint.

I did all of this not because I’m an environmentalist or because I “found my passion” but because I believe the planetary emergency is the greatest challenge humanity has ever faced. And I believe that every one of us can help solve it – we all have something important to contribute.

I’m pretty good at learning, connecting dots, and writing (from the heart) in a way that inspires and empowers people to live more aligned with who they want to be – to make the positive impact they want to make.

That’s why I wrote the newsletter. And that’s why I wrote this book.

There are billions of good people like you who want to do more on climate. And I want to share the best practices, strategies, and resources I know of to help you walk this challenging, but rewarding path.

But before we dive into all of that, let me just say thank you. None of us chose to inherit this broken, collapsing system. But we are the ones who are here now at this pivotal moment in time. We are needed. You are needed. And I appreciate you for having the heart and courage to roll up your sleeves and rise to the challenge.

​What You’ll Get From This Book

Whether you are new to climate action, a seasoned veteran, or somewhere in between, this book will help you take the next steps on your climate journey. Here’s the breakdown:

Part 1: Understanding the Situation

We’ll start by diving into what the climate and ecological crisis means for society and why it matters. Then, because facing this reality is painful, we’ll explore why our challenging eco-emotions arise and how to navigate our relationship with them in healthier ways. Once we feel a bit more grounded, we’ll walk through what the world needs to do and the existing solutions we have to get the job done. Next, we’ll take stock of the positive trends that are wind in our sails, because it’s important to look not only at how far we have to go, but also at how far we’ve come – and what we have going for us. Finally, we’ll paint a picture of a better future so we see not just what we’re against, but also what we’re for – giving us a north star to move toward.

​Part 2: Your Power to Change Systems

This is my favorite section. It’s all about understanding your power and how change works. It’s easy to feel small and overwhelmed because the problem is so big. But this section shows you your power by highlighting the connection between our individual actions and systemic change. You’ll learn how small groups of committed people have historically transformed societies (even when everyone thought it was impossible), how much your actions influence the people around you, and how you – as one of the few people who belongs to your specific communities and organizations – are needed to make change. After reading this, you’ll never again wonder if what you do makes a difference.

​Part 3: What You Can Do: Top 10 Effective Actions

This one’s all about action. The first chapter will help you find your way by clarifying the direction and next steps that make the most sense for you to take on your climate journey. The next ten chapters serve as a menu of effective actions you can choose from (feel free to skip around!). You’ll find many ways you can increase your positive impact, like learning how to talk about climate with others more easily and productively, making your community, company, or school more sustainable, finding a job in climate, minimizing your footprint, getting your money aligned, getting into activism, and electing climate champions. For every action, you’ll learn why it matters and get a “how to” that gives you the tactics and tools you need to get started.

​Part 4: On Moving Forward Wisely

This one is short and sweet. But there's no sugar-coating it – the road ahead of us will be challenging. So I want to focus on a few key intangibles to help you as you move forward on your climate journey: self-care, community, better stories, and always remembering what matters most.

As you can see, we’ll cover a lot of ground in this book. But we won’t cover everything. I tried to keep it as short as possible and share what I know best given my research, perspective, and experiences. There are many things I didn’t include that I’d have liked to. And some that I mention but don’t go into more detail on. I hope you appreciate the book for what it is and find much of what it does cover useful. Where you see gaps, I hope you fill them in with your own climate action.

A final note on reading this book: while it’s designed to be read from start to finish, each chapter also stands well on its own. So if, for example, you find yourself resisting reading about our dire situation in Chapter 1 (understandable), I encourage you to skip it and get to what’s most relevant to you rather than putting the book down. Because you picked it up for a reason.

This is the guide I wish I had. I hope it helps you to take more effective actions, while making your life better all around. I hope you refer back to it over time. And, above all, I hope it gives you whatever it is that you need right now on your climate journey.
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​Part 1: Understanding the Situation
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​1. The Big Picture

[image: ]


Let’s start with a story:


There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, “Morning, boys. How’s the water?”

The two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually, one of them looks over at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?”


As David Foster Wallace explained, “The point of the fish story is merely that the most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk about...so hidden in plain sight all around us, all the time, that we have to keep reminding ourselves over and over: This is water. This is water.”

One of the most important realities to understand right now is this: we rely on our climate and ecosystems for everything. This is our water.

[image: A “house of cards” depicting the foundations that civilization rests upon. The 8 cards on the bottom row represent the climate (solar radiation, ghgs, temperature, snow & rain), 3rd row: ecosystems (plants & animals, soil and fungi, fresh & salt water), 2nd row: basic needs (food & shelter, air & water), top: civilization (society & economy).]

Foundations of Civilization. Illustrated by Kāya Pulz

Let’s start with the basics. At the most fundamental level, we need air, water, and food to survive. You can’t live more than a few minutes without air, a few days without water, or a few weeks without food.

If you’re lucky, you may take these basic needs for granted. You go to the grocery store – the shelves are full of food. You turn on the faucet – water comes out. You breathe without thinking about it at all.

But our air, food, and water don’t just magically appear out of nowhere. They come from Earth’s ecosystems. (This is why cultures from around the world have called our planet Mother Earth for millennia – because Earth gives us life.)

Take plants, for example. Plants do two miraculous things for us. They make the air we breathe and the food we eat. We can’t turn carbon dioxide into oxygen. Nor can we turn sunlight into food. We need plants to do these things for us. We depend on them.

Plants, in turn, depend on other beings in their ecosystem to survive, like fungi, insects, and tiny organisms in the soil – as well as having the climatic conditions they evolved in. They’re just one example of many in this interdependent web of life we exist in.

So, although we don’t talk about it much, healthy ecosystems and a stable climate are the foundations on which civilization was built. They are the context in which everything takes place. And we rely on them for all of our most basic needs: the food we eat, the water we drink, the air we breathe, the safety of our homes, our livelihoods, and a functioning economy.

These are the building blocks of society. 

This is water.

But this water is getting hot.

​Global Heating & Our Current Trajectory

Unfortunately, the stable climate and ecosystems we rely on for our basic needs are changing rapidly. The climate is changing faster than it has in millions of years – ten times faster, even, than it did during Earth’s deadliest mass extinction event.

That’s because our fossil-fuel-powered, habitat-destroying, growth-at-all-costs economic system is completely out of sync with the natural world it exists in. For all the innovation and progress it has made, the reality is that it’s in the process of cutting off the hand that feeds it (Mother Earth’s). The planet is becoming less and less habitable because the side effects of this system are destroying ecosystems and changing the composition of the atmosphere.

Since the industrial revolution, we've pumped 2.6 trillion tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere. Nature has worked overtime to absorb 56% of these emissions, but what remains has still increased atmospheric CO2 by a whopping 50%. This blanket of greenhouse gases is the biggest thing humans have ever created – outweighing all of our buildings, roads, and products combined. It's also bigger than the shrinking mass of all life on Earth (e.g., populations of birds, fish, mammals, and reptiles have declined by 73% since 1970).

The result? This blanket has heated the Earth by about 1.4°C (2.6°F). Conservative estimates (that don't account for tipping points) put us on track for about 2.7°C (4.9°F) of heating by 2100, with the range going up to 3.4°C.

​Why This Matters

It’s tempting to think of this 2.7°C (4.9°F) of extra heat as a slightly warmer day. But a better way to think about it is to imagine how you would feel if your body temperature went up by 2.7°C (4.9°F). That’s a 39.7°C fever (103.5°F). 

If you had a fever that high, you’d be bedridden. If you had this fever for more than a few days (Earth’s systems will have hotter temperatures for decades or centuries), you’d be on your way to the hospital. Your body wouldn’t be able to function like it normally does.

It’s also worth noting that the consequences of heating are nonlinear. If your fever doubled from 2.7°C to 5.4°C (a 42.4°C or 108.3°F fever) and you weren’t able to cool down quickly enough, you wouldn’t be twice as sick – you’d be having seizures, organ failure, permanent brain damage...or you’d be dead.

The bottom line is that this seemingly small amount of global heating that’s already happened (1.4°C) means Earth’s climate, weather, and ecosystems are no longer functioning like they have been for thousands of years. We’re all seeing it with our own eyes now. With each year that passes, there are more extreme droughts, floods, wildfires, hurricanes, storms, jet streams, and heatwaves. And, like our bodies, Earth’s systems will have nonlinear reactions as it gets hotter.

For decades, scientists have been warning that this level of planetary heating would be catastrophic for humanity. From President Lyndon B. Johnson’s scientific advisors in 1965 and Exxon’s scientists in the 1970s, to Carl Sagan and James Hansen’s testimonies to Congress in the 1980s, climate scientists have been sounding the alarm.


“Civilisation could prove a fragile thing.” – Shell report (confidential), 1989


And they were right. They were right because the climate that was stable for thousands of years – the climate that allowed civilization to start in the first place – is long gone.

We have now heated the Earth past the safe range of temperatures that civilization was built in and designed for.

[image: A chart showing the safe zone of climate that humans built civilization in over the last 10,000 years. X axis starts 20k years ago. Y axis is temperature change since the industrial revolution, where the line goes nearly vertical. “We are here” at 1.5C. “2C likely in 2040s”. 3C likely by 2100 with current policies. 4C possible by 2100.]

We’ve skyrocketed out of the safe climate zone. Credit: “Don’t Mention the Emergency?” report, Morton 2020. Based on a chart by Jos Hagalaars. Data from multiple scientific papers.

Today’s plants, animals, and ecosystems evolved in and for climatic conditions that no longer exist. These are the beings we rely on for the food we eat and the air we breathe. And for many of these beings, the climatic changes are happening so fast that it makes adaptation difficult or impossible, especially when combined with chemical pollution and habitat destruction. 

Our homes, agriculture, infrastructure, supply chains, and economy were also built in and for climatic conditions that no longer exist.

So the foundations of civilization are getting weaker by the day. And because everything exists in a web of interdependence, when things stop working in one place, it often has consequences on other seemingly unrelated parts of the system.

Let’s revisit the house of cards analogy and look at how climate chaos threatens each of our most basic needs:

​Safe Places to Live

A staggering number of homes are located in places that were once considered safe but now face increasing risks.

Historically, most of the world’s cities were built on coastlines for resources and trading purposes. The people who built them assumed the ocean wouldn’t, you know, move in permanently. But the last time there was this much CO2 in the atmosphere was over 3 million years ago. Back then temperatures were 1.9°C to 3.6°C hotter than preindustrial levels, and sea levels were 5 to 25 meters higher (16 to 82 feet). This means homes and communities on the coast (collectively worth trillions of dollars) are at growing risk of flooding and more intense hurricanes.

Meanwhile, inland areas face their own threats: wildfires, water scarcity, deadly heat, flooding, tornadoes, and more.

The ripple effects of this are starting to spread through our economic systems. As insurance companies re-evaluate these rising risks, they jack up their prices or stop offering coverage altogether (as has been happening in California and Florida). This means people have less money or can’t afford to stay in their homes. It also means declining property values, which reduces tax revenue for local governments. So the towns that need to invest the most in climate adaptation will have less money to do so.

​Food Security

Our food system, entirely dependent on ecosystems and climate, is becoming increasingly fragile. Habitat destruction, climate change, and pesticides continue to devastate the bees, butterflies, and beetles that pollinate our crops. Fewer pollinators means less food and higher prices. Increasing floods, fires, heat, drought, and expanding pest ranges in a warmer world also threaten supply. What you can grow and where you can grow it is changing.

These converging crises put the world’s major food-producing regions at risk. From the American Midwest to Ukraine to China, extreme weather is already disrupting production in regions that feed billions of people. Scientists project that yields of staple crops like corn, wheat, and rice will decline in most places as the climate gets hotter and more chaotic. Not to mention chocolate, coffee, and alcohol. Or the 2.5 billion people who depend on farming for their livelihoods.

And don’t forget the ocean. About 3 billion people rely on seafood as a major source of protein. But a hotter and more acidic ocean, combined with overfishing, fertilizer runoff, and plastic waste threatens the base of the food chain.

​Clean Air

People who live in or near wildfire country know the smoke is no joke. Forest fires are burning twice as much land now as they did two decades ago, and the air pollution can be debilitating. About one-third of people in the US now live in counties considered “high risk” or “very high risk.”

Less obvious connections matter too. More heat makes ground-level ozone worse. There are fewer plants (our oxygen producers) due to deforestation, wildfires, and desertification. And phytoplankton, tiny ocean creatures that supply more than half of the world’s oxygen, are struggling in hotter, more acidic waters.

Fresh Water Supply

People rely on the consistency of their water sources, but this too is changing. Global heating threatens water security through more intense droughts, more evaporation, and changing rainfall patterns. Cape Town and Mexico City nearly ran out of water in recent years due to extended droughts combined with mismanagement. The Colorado River faces similar challenges. Its flows have declined by 20% since 2000 and are expected to go down another 20% to 35% by 2050.

About 60% of the world’s freshwater flows come from mountains. The Himalayas, for example, act as “water towers” that provide freshwater for nearly two billion people. But global heating is disrupting these systems. Snow is melting earlier and faster, meaning less water is available later during dry seasons when it’s most needed. And glaciers are also melting rapidly, with their contribution to river flows expected to decline significantly in the years ahead.

Meanwhile, coastal freshwater supplies face another threat: contamination from saltwater as sea levels rise and storms intensify.



This is just a fraction of the escalating impacts on our basic needs and how they cascade into each other. We didn’t even get into people’s livelihoods, like the 2.4 billion outdoor workers who are increasingly impacted by heat waves, forced to make impossible choices between a paycheck and their safety. Or how extreme weather is causing more and longer power outages, which can be deadly (like in Puerto Rico or Texas). Or health impacts – like how disease-spreading ticks and mosquitoes are expanding their ranges to new places and global pandemics are increasingly likely.

When these basic needs decrease, it means life gets harder. It means prices go up. It means people are forced to leave their homes because it
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