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This paper argues that climate communication needs to look beyond “climate” to build more 
encompassing support for climate action. Narrative strategies are needed which take into 
account a convergence of challenges that impact on humans’ individual and collective 
capacity and willingness to embrace the transition from a fossil-based to sustainable lifestyles 
and socio-economic models. These challenges revolve around individual and collective 
experiences of (self-) confidence, social justice and civic participation – or rather the lack 
thereof – in the sustainability transformation. They are further aggravated as they unfold in the 
liminal stage of the climate transition.   
 
Ample sociological research suggests that, in the wake of today’s polycrisis12, many people 
feel more powerless today and therefore more inclined to cling to the status quo even if it 
harms them.3 Especially young people suffer from anxiety and a perceived lack of self-efficacy 
not only, but especially on climate matters.45 Furthermore, the climate transformation – 
according to sociologist Steffen Mau itself the biggest distributional challenge of our time6 – 
unfolds against a backdrop of rising inequality in many countries.7 Public controversies around 
climate measures illustrate that climate policies are frequently perceived as elitist8, while the 
climate movement itself carries an inherent social bias as it is driven by – the rather more 
affuent – academic and urban communities in many countries.9 These factors enhance 
concerns about equality and social justice especially among socially disadvantaged groups. 
They are aggravated by the fact that disadvantaged groups participate less in public 
discourses and political decision-making on climate for the simple fact that they are often 
occupied with even more immediate existential concerns due to their disadvantage and 
resulting psycho-social identity.  
 
Communications aimed at widening the consensus on climate action need to be more critically 
aware of these challenges. This is especially the case as support from communities less 
involved so far – chief among them those socially disadvantaged who will be impacted more 
by the costs of the transition – is vital to advance the climate transition. I argue that this 
demands a drastic shift of perspective. A strategic understanding which approaches the 
challenges and opportunities of sustainability, social justice and civic participation in an 
integrated fashion will offer new opportunities for impactful climate communication – especially 
if it combines this understanding with narratives of empathy, hope and empowerment. 
 
The NGO Talking Hope works as a “transformation manufactury” of professionals in the areas 
of strategic communications, public engagement, social transformation, political education 
and social work. Based on psychological and behavioral, sociological, (climate) 
communications, transformation, and opinion research, we offer a positive vision of 
sustainability, which focuses on the opportunity for a new social contract that is afforded by 
the need to address climate change and actively shaped also by groups currently marginalized 
in the public debate on climate. Our claim is “Imagine Tomorrow. Then Change Today”: Hope, 
collaborative imagination, self-efficacy and a peer-led communication of alternative future 
scenarios are at the heart of our project work. In this paper, I am presenting our methodology 
and examples from our work.  

http://www.talking-hope.org/
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