
Thriving Through Change: 
Opportunities for Local Climate Action
Community Engagement and Risk Communication

January 28, 2025



Webinar Presenters

Megan Bushlow

Senior Resilience Planner, 
Arcadis

Elizabeth Mitchell

Resilience Planner, 
Arcadis

© Arcadis 2023



Webinar Series
Thriving Through Change: Opportunities for Local Climate Action
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1/14: Local Resilience Infrastructure and Governance

1/28: Community Engagement and Risk Communication

Webinar Goals:

• Understand why risk communication is an important part of resilience

• Become familiar with best practices in wide-spread and effective communication of climate 
change and climate-related hazards

• Feel empowered to take action in your community

• Learn about ideas for events and initiatives to communicate risk and reach out to the 
community regarding climate change

View a recording of Part 1 of the series here!



Agenda

1. Defining Risk Communication

2. Resilience and Risk Communication – Empowering 
Communities to Take Action

3. Best Practices in Climate Communication

4. Risk Communication Spotlight: Resilient NENJ

5. Community Outreach Opportunities for Risk 
Communication

6. Conclusion and Questions
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Community Engagement and Risk Communication
Community engagement in climate action projects can take many forms, including public meetings, listening sessions, 
public art, feedback on projects, and participation in the decision-making process.
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local resilience shown in the 
graphic to the right.



Community Engagement and Risk Communication
This webinar will focus on risk communication, which is an integral part of community engagement in climate-related 
projects and is relevant across multiple stages of the resilience planning process. Engaging the public by helping people 
understand climate risks and sharing ways to mitigate risks to individuals and the community is a key way to build resilience!
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What is risk communication and why does it matter?

Risk communication is “exchanging thoughts, perceptions, and concerns about hazards to identify and 
motivate appropriate action.”
NOAA Digital Coast

Why is risk communication important?

1. Different people have different perceptions of risk

• “Risk can be perceived very differently by populations that experience similar kinds of events based on culture, economic practices, 
education, and length of flooding events…it is necessary to help them understand, through compelling and clear messaging.” (Risk 
Communication: A Campaign for Coastal New Jersey (NJDEP))

2. Everyday actions can increase preparedness and reduce climate hazard risk

• “Importantly, the everyday actions of people also can help reduce flood risk. Talking to your friends and neighbors and spreading 
information about flood risk can also make your community better prepared.” What is Risk? (RNJ RRBC)

© Arcadis 2025
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How does effective risk communication improve resilience?

Increased community 

preparedness

Reduced need for 

emergency services and 

lower likelihood of 

damage and injury

Individuals are motivated 
to take everyday actions 

to reduce risk

• Reduction in anxiety and 

fear across population1

• Understanding of the 

importance of 

preparedness to personal 

health2

• Trust in government 

intervention or organized 

events2

• Increased advocacy aimed 

toward government and 

corporations to promote 

responsible behavior2

• Sense of collective 

responsibility and 

collaboration among 

community members2

• Improved public health in 

the face of compounding 

climate-intensified risks2

• Reduction in economic and 

human costs of climate 

disasters3

Source: (1) Evidence-based recommendations for communicating the impacts of climate change on health, Translational Behavioral Medicine, Oxford Journal, May 2022 (2) 64% of Americans recognize climate change as a 
health issue (Leiserowitz et al., 2021) – Advancing and Integrating U.S. Climate and Health Policies, Yale Center of Climate Communications; (3) The Preparedness Payoff: The Economic Benefits of Investing in Climate Resilience. US 
Chamber of Commerce, June 2024
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

Risk communication is a critical part of the community engagement and planning process because it helps residents better 
understand climate risk and be better informed to provide feedback during plan development. Though there are many 
aspects of risk communication that Environmental Commissions can consider, we will focus on five key steps to risk 
communication during today’s discussion:

Establish 
Best 

Practices

Develop 
Visual 

Content

Testing and 
Implementation

Enable 
Engagement

Know Your 
Audience
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Objective: Connect the issue with the audience’s emotional connections and interests, recognizing that their interests 
may differ from the local government’s interests. 

• Goal: Gather community member perspectives on climate change and hazards to understand what is most important to 
residents and understand which residents are most vulnerable

• Content: 

• Understanding your community: What are your community’s characteristics? How does the community aspire to 
change and grow over the next 10, 20, or 50 years? 

• Baselining risk: What beliefs does the community hold about climate risks and resilience? 

• Identifying vulnerability: Has the community been affected by climate hazards recently? What parts of the community 
were affected? (See Webinar 1 for more information on this topic.)

• Baselining available information: Where do community members receive information/alerts on climate hazards? Are 
there pain points that make it difficult for people in the community to access this information?  

Know Your Audience

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Effective Formats: 

Know Your Audience

Public Working Sessions
• Listening to and working with the community to discuss climate risk and risk 

mitigation activities is an important aspect of risk communication.

• Potential participants include local emergency management officials, community 

leaders, and government officials.

Public, Tailored Community Surveys
• Surveying community members on their understanding of climate risk can identify 

potential information gaps and start the process to fill in missing information.

Information source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast© Arcadis 2025
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• Listening to and working with the community to discuss climate risk and risk 

mitigation activities is an important aspect of risk communication.

• Potential participants include local emergency management officials, community 

leaders, and government officials.
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Remember that understanding how 
the community’s most vulnerable 
populations receive and interpret 
information is critical.  
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Effective Formats: 

Know Your Audience

Public Working Sessions
• Listening to and working with the community to discuss climate risk and risk 

mitigation activities is an important aspect of risk communication.

• Potential participants include local emergency management officials, community 

leaders, and government officials.

Public, Tailored Community Surveys
• Surveying community members on their understanding of climate risk can identify 

potential information gaps and start the process to fill in missing information.
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Photo sources: Resilient NJ NENJ; Village of Lancaster, NY

Consider the different languages 
that community members speak. Be 
sure to have translated materials 
available and offer interpretation 
services at meetings when possible. 

https://coast.noaa.gov/digitalcoast/topics/risk-communication.html
https://www.resilient-nj.com/june-23-community-meeting/
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Risk Communication Case Study: Flooded Homes – EPA’s “Audience 
First” Approach

EPA researchers built a team of 25 employees from federal, state, and 
local agencies to test methods to communicate health and safety risk 
lessons about indoor air quality hazards resulting from flooding. The team 
provided insights and highlighted gaps to help EPA refine risk 
communication methods that people preferred based on their 
experiences with flooding. 

EPA used the SALT framework (Strategy, Action, Learning, and Tools) to 
understand the audience so the project could provide useful and tailored 
information to people who have experienced flooding.

EPA conducted focus groups and interviews to understand ways to 
make the risk messaging more effective and used the information to 
develop short videos about air quality hazards resulting from flooding. The 
team reflected on lessons learned that can be applied to other risk 
communication projects.

Source: Flooded Homes: Risk Communication Case Study | US EPA
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https://www.epa.gov/risk-communication/flooded-homes-risk-communication-case-study


Risk Communication Case Study: Flooded Homes – EPA’s “Audience 
First” Approach

“The team flipped EPA’s traditional risk communication strategy. Instead of telling people what to do, we asked them what 
they wanted to hear.” – Dr. Keely Maxwell, EPA Office of Research and Development (ORD), March 2021

Source: Flooded Homes: Risk Communication Case Study | US EPA
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Objective: Establish communication guidelines that align with proven methods and are tailored to your community

• Goal: Develop a set of internal guides and protocols that establish methods best suited for the community or source 
guides from a trusted source

• Techniques to explain risk: 

• Start with impacts. Highlight relevant risks first, focusing on what the community cares about, and paint a picture of what happens to 
the community

• Start with what we know about potential climate risk but acknowledge that there are things we do not know. 

• Avoid the term “uncertainty” as this can undermine credibility and instead highlight what actions are being taken to plug in 
knowledge gaps

• Avoid excessive doom and gloom

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

Establish Best Practices

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Language:

• Be consistent and avoid conflated 
or conflicting messages

• Avoid jargon – communicate 
plainly and limit highly 
complex/technical topics.

• Make connections to the 
community and reasons to 
embrace climate resilience, such 
as people’s homes, businesses, 
and cherished spaces.  

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

Establish Best Practices

1

2

Establish and maintain social norms – Strengthen social norms of climate action with 

invitations toward a common goal (e.g., “Let’s Do It Together.”). 

Focus on belonging and empowerment – People identify more with a cause when 

they have positive feelings about the message, encouraging them to share information 

with others.

3
Temporal reframing – Shift away from long-term impacts and emphasize near-term 

benefits of climate mitigation behaviors (e.g. improved air pollution, reducing property 

loss) 

4
Agency assignment – Use verbs to encourage direct, proactive behavior – “Preparing 

For XXX”, “Be Ready For XXX”

5
Use simple and personal statistics – Do the math for your audience! Rather than 

informing people about climate flooding through 100-year statistics, convey the risk of 

flooding to their home/living space (see Webinar 1 for more information.)

Language Best Practices: “Lessons From Covid-19”

Source: Evidence-based recommendations for communicating the impacts of climate change on health | Translational 

Behavioral Medicine | Oxford Academic
© Arcadis 2025

https://coast.noaa.gov/digitalcoast/topics/risk-communication.html
https://academic.oup.com/tbm/article/12/4/543/6591581
https://academic.oup.com/tbm/article/12/4/543/6591581


Source: C40 Heat Risk Communication

• Channels: 

o Use existing channels and trusted local 
messengers, such as local community 
groups and news channels, that can 
help spread the message

o Diversify channels to reach vulnerable 
populations – for example, the elderly 
may prefer television to social media 

Establish Best Practices

Key Steps to Risk Communication

© Arcadis 2025
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Source: C40 Heat Risk Communication

• Channels: 

o Use existing channels and trusted local 
messengers, such as local community 
groups and news channels, that can 
help spread the message

o Diversify channels to reach vulnerable 
populations – for example, the elderly 
may prefer television to social media 

Establish Best Practices

Key Steps to Risk Communication

Share in the chat: what 
channels do you and your 
community use to share 
information? What other 
channels might reach 
vulnerable groups?
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Objective: Share complex climate information through 
visuals that communicate information efficiently

• Goal: Gather or develop off-the-shelf visual content that can 
be effectively used as-is for communication scenarios (e.g., 
Resilience Toolkits of Homeowners)

• Content Examples: 

• For General Community / Residents: 

• Flyers

• Flood maps for neighborhood flood zones

• Permanent road signage

• Social media campaigns

• Video series

Develop Visual Content

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast Image Source: Ready.gov

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Objective: Share complex climate information through 
visuals that communicate information efficiently

• Goal: Gather or develop off-the-shelf visual content that can 
be effectively used as-is for communication scenarios (e.g., 
Resilience Toolkits of Homeowners)

• Content Examples: 

• For Property Owners:

• Residential toolkits, including asset-level risk mapping and mitigation 
options

Develop Visual Content

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

NJFloodMapper and Municipal Snapshots are free online 

resources that help communities understand flood risk by mapping 

potential inundation areas and providing information about the 

assets at risk from climate impacts. Refer to Webinar 1 for more 

information on climate risk and vulnerability.

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Objective: Share complex climate information through 
visuals that communicate information efficiently

• Goal: Gather or develop off-the-shelf visual content that can 
be effectively used as-is for communication scenarios (e.g., 
Resilience Toolkits of Homeowners)

• Content Examples: 

• K-12 education: 

• Animated shorts and large-text posters

Develop Visual Content

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

NASA Climate Kids has videos and other climate 

educational materials for kids. 

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• What are the characteristics of effective visual content? 

• Use noticeable and appropriate colors to convey credibility and align with the tone of the message 

• Use contrast and white space to highlight key phrases  

• Use images tailored to the community for more powerful reactions

Develop Visual Content

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

Environmental Commissions can share resources through social media or other channels and can encourage local 

government officials to do the same.

© Arcadis 2025
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Agency assignment – use of verbs! 

What are three elements that are 
effective in communicating risk? 

Temporal reframing to outline immediate benefits to 

personal health and expected financial commitment

Use of images, white space, and large font

Image source: C40 Knowledge

https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/article/Home-Cooling-Tips-messaging-toolkit?language=en_US


What are three elements that are 
effective in communicating risk? 

What could be improved? 

Image source: Groundworks

https://www.groundworks.com/resources/home-damage-by-floodwater-levels/
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What are three elements that are 
effective in communicating risk? 

What could be improved? 

Image source: Fox23 Maine

https://fox23maine.com/news/local/high-water-mark-signs-display-effects-of-rising-sea-levels


What are three elements that are 
effective in communicating risk? 

What could be improved? 

Image source: Fulton County, GA

https://www.fultoncountyga.gov/-/media/Departments/AFCEMA/Emergency-Preparedness-Toolkit/Be-Ready-for-Floods-Flyer.jpg


Key Steps to Risk Communication

Testing

• Objective: Test messaging with a core group, then refine materials based on feedback to get greater 
engagement with climate risk issues

• Goal: Shape messages to affirm the values of those receiving the messages, identifying where gaps currently exist

• Testing Formats:  Similar to ‘Know Your Audience’, Focus Groups or One-on-one Interviews are the most common 
formats 

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

Environmental Commissions can participate in testing as local government leaders who host the testing activity or as 

participants who provide feedback on gaps in messaging.

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

Testing

• Testing Methods: 

1. Set the scene for a climate hazard and risk mitigation options (see Webinar 1 for more information on this topic)

2. Ask questions, which can be divided into two categories: 

▪ Did the materials provide participants with a base level of understanding about the content?

– What topics were clearly outlined?

– What topics were interesting? 

– What areas were confusing?

▪ Do participants feel empowered to apply the information they learned?

– Do you know what resources are available to you as a resident?

– What mitigation options outlined today might be possible for you to implement? 

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

Share in the chat: What other questions might be important to ask during a Testing conversation with community members?

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

Testing

• Testing Methods: 

3. Allow residents to respond. Listen to community members’ feedback and strive to understand what is driving their response.

▪ Do materials need to be revised to better reflect the community’s lived experience?

▪ Do materials communicate risk effectively, or are parts still confusing?

4. Respond with guiding questions

5. Repeat with 1-2 more diverse groups of participants to find patterns in responses

6. Summarize participant feedback and edit materials to reflect participants’ feedback

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

Share in the chat: What other Testing Methods might be important to include in your community’s testing process?

© Arcadis 2025
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Key Steps to Risk Communication

• Objective: Empower the community to inform and 
educate one another 

• Goal: Create opportunities for communities to engage with 
resilience activities and highlight their own success stories

• Content Examples: 

• Permanent public art installations

• Community meetings and resilience events

• Information placards/graphics for visitors

• Local action public database to inform the community about what 
actions the government is taking to address climate risk

Enable Engagement

Murals and public art can highlight 

growing climate risk while beautifying 

public space.

Image source: Imperial

Community meetings provide an 

opportunity for community members to 

discuss resilience, engage with climate-

related materials, and share their 

thoughts on adaptation in the 

community.

Image source: FiDi & Seaport Climate Resilience 

Master Plan

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast
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What can environmental commissions do to communicate climate risk?

1. Environmental commissions can advise local governments on potential policies and policy enhancements 
that can improve resilience.

2. Environmental commissions can assess the existing climate risk communication landscape in the 
community and highlight gaps in risk communication. 

3. Environmental commissions can research risk communications best practices and advocate for best 
practices to be implemented in the community. 

4. Environmental commissions participate in the risk communication process by sharing information through 
EC channels and by starting conversations with community members. 

Share in the chat: What are other methods ECs could use to communicate climate risk?

© Arcadis 2025



Risk Communication Spotlight: Resilient NENJ

In addition to community engagement events, the Resilient Northeastern NJ project incorporated a public art project to raise 
awareness of climate hazards and resilience throughout the region.

The public art campaign, “Faces of Resilience,” began in June 2022. The campaign highlights leaders in resilience and 
environmental justice to raise awareness, elevate the labor and accomplishments of individuals in the space, and 
empower others to get involved.

Source: Resilient NENJ

© Arcadis 2025
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Anytown, NJ, faces increasingly severe flooding and local leaders want to help community members 
understand the risks they face and ways the community can adapt. 

As a local leader, you are trying to work with the community to communicate risk, but people haven’t been 
responding to your messaging approach.

Brainstorming Activity

What strategies might a local leader employ to communicate risk more effectively in this scenario?

This community has 
experienced flooding for 
years! Things aren’t changing, 
people just don’t remember 
what it was like decades ago.

I have other demands in my 
life right now and can’t spend 
time thinking about flooding.

I’m concerned about flood risk but 
don’t know what I can do about it – 
I’m just one person!

© Arcadis 2025



Community Outreach Opportunities

Environmental Commissioners and local government leaders can host events tailored to climate risk communication (such as 
community meetings or listening sessions), but risk communication can happen anywhere! Local government partners such 
as elected officials, city planners, and emergency management officials can facilitate events alongside Environmental 
Commissioners.

Event locations could include:

• Farmers’ Markets

• Local libraries

• Community festivals and events

Share in the chat: Are there other partners who would be good partners for climate risk 
communication? What locations would be well-suited to reach people in your community?

© Arcadis 2025



Resource Spotlight: NOAA Digital Coast Risk Communication

NOAA Digital Coast provides a comprehensive set of training materials for risk communication that can help local leaders 

reach general audiences and underserved communities. Pre-made flyers, best practices documents, and training videos 

are available on the site. 

Source: NOAA Office for Coastal Management Digital Coast

© Arcadis 2025
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Resource Spotlight: C40 Cool Cities Network

Source: Cool Cities Network - C40 Cities

This report includes key guidance on how to reach vulnerable groups through communication channels as well as examples 

of best practices for communication during the COVID-19 pandemic from seven North American cities (Boston, Miami, New 

York City, Philadelphia, Toronto, Phoenix, and Washington DC).

© Arcadis 2025

https://www.c40.org/networks/cool-cities-network/


Resource Spotlight: FEMA

Source: Resources to Support Communications | FEMA.gov

FEMA has extensive resources to support existing outreach, engagement, and projects, including a Disaster Multimedia 

Toolkit, Risk Communications Guidebook for Local Officials, and a Guide to Supporting Engagement in Rural Communities  

© Arcadis 2025
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Conclusion

Local leaders must consider ways to communicate climate risk in a way that is accessible and tailored to the community to 
improve resilience.

Environmental Commissions play a critical role in risk communication by:

• Highlighting the importance of resilience

• Sharing risk communication best-practices with local government leaders

• Communicating climate information with the community through multiple channels

• Advocating for increased risk communication opportunities in the community, from public art to risk-specific listening 
events

Thank you! Questions?

© Arcadis 2025
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