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How does  
urgency feel?

Thinking about ‘urgency’, other words like ‘urgent’, ‘to urge’ and ‘an urge’ 
come up. I associate ‘urgent’ with something important, something that should 
have been done yesterday rather than today. I write it in my email headings: 
URGENT, meaning ‘read now’ and ‘act immediately’. When I urge somebody to 
act now, I hope they understand how I feel and respond. That leads me to the 
question: how does urgency feel? 
 This question fascinates me. How does urgency feel, physically? Simply 
asking the question causes a response in my body already. My heart starts 
beating faster and somehow expands a bit, and my stomach tightens. When 
I ask others about this, they respond in a similar way: “It feels like the space 
around me is expanding” or “I feel short of breath”.

 SEE THE LIGHT OR FEEL THE HEAT

So what does this tell us? A first exploration reveals that urgency is something 
you feel and that it has two sides to it. On the one hand, there is the feeling 
of a promise or opportunity waiting out there and the awakening of creativity. 
The feeling that you are seeing the light. On the other hand urgency can feel 
daunting, the need to act now, without a second to lose. A feeling of impend-
ing disaster if we don’t act instantly. The moment when you feel the heat. 
 For some people, urgency is something that occurs from time to time. 
Others don’t even remember having lived without it. They are the big and small 
rebels, the artists, and the founders of tiny or giant movements. Like Elon 
Musk, who powered electric vehicles, like the young Swedish climate activist 
Greta Thunberg, or like you. The you who decides to start a social project, 
movement or business, just because you care and think it is the right thing to 
do. As an initiator and a leader you are trying to convince others to join you in 
your cause to change something for the better. You feel excited about it, and 
perhaps you are not alone. 
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But sometimes it may feel like you’re a lone voice calling out into the desert. 
Or a broken record, repeating the same message over and over again. Or may-
be you are the one – no matter on what topic – who is always redirecting the 
conversation to your cause, at the risk of it overtaking you and becoming your 
private hobbyhorse.
 
 PROVIDING SPACE

There is a story from when I was four years old. My mother asked if I wanted 
to play inside or out. My response, though probably not quite as well-articulat-
ed at the time: “I want to get to know other cultures.” This desire to engage 
with people different from myself was there even before I knew what it really 
meant. Today, providing space for everyone is still one of my main drives.  
I want to contribute to a world in which women’s voices are heard equally 
clearly as men’s, and where the contributions of youngsters are valued equally 
to those of the elderly. 
 When I am in that space my body feels relaxed, I can work up to 80 hours 
a week and my energy will still be fully charged. I feel that providing space is 
what I’m supposed to do, at least for now, because I am convinced that this 
is what the world needs. This feeling of urgency propels me into action and 
encourages me to contribute to the change I wish to see in the world. 
 The scale of my actions might be less impressive than my ambitions would 
like it to be. Maybe I am not an activist who is always on the frontlines, but 
a person who takes action to do something, to respond, to contribute to the 
change I desire.
 This also makes me realise that I can think something is important, but un-
less my body feels the urgency, I won’t act on it. For example, I am fully aware 
that it would be much healthier and more sociable if I spent less time on my 
mobile phone, but I don’t act on it. I also recognize that I should work less and 
make more time for friends and family, but I don’t do it. So apparently a ration-
al awareness alone is not enough. 
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 CAN WE CREATE URGENCY?

So this is the part about urgency that I understand, and that I observe around 
me as well. But then a next question pops up: Can we really create urgency  
if it is such a personal feeling? 
 We explored this question with some colleagues, triggered by the stories 
in this book, and we believe the short answer is yes. Together we identified 
various types of triggers that may fuel urgency for change.

   A sense of urgency can be triggered through a convincing argument  
or an inspirational speaker. For example, you watch a documentary 
about animal husbandry and decide to go vegan. Or you decide to  
delete your Facebook account because all around you, you read that 
they don’t take your privacy seriously. 

  When famous people start drawing attention to a certain topic, like  
  Al Gore on climate change, Leonardo DiCaprio on cruelties in diamond 

mining, or Beyoncé on Black Lives Matter, magic can happen. It is  
for good reason that so many charities have celebrity goodwill  
ambassadors. But a deeply personal story can be equally impressive.  
A story that you may recognise or that makes you feel indignant,  
sad or livid. A story from an ordinary person that you just cannot  
simply forget.  

  The last time I was inspired to act was a few months ago, when a  
  friend talked to me about zero waste. To me, climate change feels so 

daunting and induces so much guilt that it paralyses me. I avoid thinking 
about what else I should give up. Meanwhile I comfort myself with the  
knowledge of being a vegetarian, having sold one car and buying 90% 
organic products. Responsible citizenship would mean facing the things  
I seem unable to give up: flying and plastic. My zero-waste friend  
inspired me with lots of small ideas to reduce waste. I started making 
my own soap, I no longer use the small plastic bathroom bottles in  
hotels just because they are there, and I buy even fewer small plastic 
soda bottles. Somehow, she inspired me to jump into action again. 
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  When many people simultaneously feel an urgent need for change 
about a shared concern, a movement may form. Those who feel the 
heat or see the light join the action. Think of political movements, ener-
gy transition coalitions or protest demonstrations. All of a sudden you 
find yourself in a group, criticising the bio industry or marching for fair 
wages. And even though these groups often recognise that they are not 
alone, they easily get stuck in their own truths. Instead of joining forces 
with other, like-minded groups, energy is lost in arguing their differences. 
People passionately start fighting each other with words and the urgency 
of the cause may be lost in the process.

   A message of fear may also trigger urgency. Fear as a drive for action is 
probably as old as humankind: think of the Romans threatening to throw 
you in front of the lions, or religious warnings about the risk of a com-
promised afterlife. Current-day examples, such as the fear of immigrants 
‘stealing our jobs’ or the fear or losing one’s masculinity or femininity in 
the current discourse on gender and equality, show that fear continues to 
be a highly effective trigger for people to support political parties preach-
ing that ‘the home nation must come first’, or ridiculing – or worse, 
criminalising – LGBTI persons.

   A combination of fear and inspiration overtook me a few years ago 
when I suddenly found myself in a crowd of ‘Pussy Hats’, chanting “Hey 
ho, hey ho! Donald Trump has got to go!” It moved and comforted me 
that so many people had decided to no longer stay quiet and take a 
stand, out of fear for the future.

  Pressure from an authority figure or organisation with rank can also act 
as a trigger. For example, when formal international agreements exert 
pressure on (local) governments to act. Or when an alderman, whose 
power often exceeds that of an activist group that has been pressing for 
action for a long time, decides to put undocumented residents on the 
agenda of local politics. Or when your boss argues that a new way of or-
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ganising must be a top priority, with much more effect than the co-work-
er who has been pushing the topic for months. 

   My body cringes when I reread this last sentence. I clearly have an
  authority issue. I guess that’s why I don’t get along well with bosses. 

When ‘because I say so’ or ‘that was promised’ becomes the main 
argument, my body just wants to turn around and flee. So, even though 
authority doesn’t work for me, it can work for other people.

 
  Lastly, urgency can be triggered by an incident or a disaster. In these 

instances, a picture often says more than a thousand words. The image 
of the dead body of the Syrian boy on the beach in Greece, for example, 
became a symbol for the refugee crisis and inspired many – citizens and 
public authorities alike – to seek better solutions for Syrian refugees. Or 
a disaster, such as the one in the garment factory in Bangladesh, which 
fuelled the sense of urgency and triggered a series of actions that is now 
transforming the industry.  

All of these triggers can ignite a personal motivation in people, often one that 
already existed but was still dormant below the surface. 

 CATALYST FOR TRANSFORMATION

There are many examples of urgency inspiring action. But the opposite is also 
true. When there is no (shared) sense of urgency, there will be no (collective) 
action. Therefore, if we want people to start a transformation, a sense of ur-
gency for change seems a necessary precondition. A shared feeling of urgen-
cy among more than one person is required to ignite a movement for change. 
I believe we need to keep our eyes open for pockets of urgency that hold the 
potential to work as catalysts for transformation. 

 SPEED UP ACTIVISM

A final question remains: Can we use the triggers we have identified above 
to speed up the sense of urgency in a system where transformation is highly 
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needed, such as climate change? And how could we achieve this? Simulating 
disaster is problematic, but could we use a small clash or crisis in a system to 
highlight the urgency of the situation? Or could we employ convincing argu-
ments, pressure from authority figures or the attraction of social movements to 
make people join our cause and achieve collective impact?

What I take from all this is the following: activism is a manifestation of ur-
gency that never disappears once it has emerged. The more ‘airtime’ it gets, 
the better people can respond in their own ways. This is where the sense of 
urgency grows and transformation happens.

By Lisette Gast (in co-creation)
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