
 



“A timely, practical, and insightful book on the psychology of climate action for 
anyone who wants to feel more hopeful and be more courageous in the face of 
what is probably the biggest challenge of our times.”

Professor Martijn van Zomeren, University of Groningen (2024)

“I strongly recommend this excellent and thought-​provoking book. It meets 
many needs: partly a crash course in the theory of psychology and motivation, 
partly a self-​help guide for sustaining strength and courage, and partly a stra-
tegic manual for social change activists. Above all, it recognizes that change 
originates in collective identity and that activists will win when they nurture 
and sustain that sense of joyful belonging.”

George Marshall, author of Don’t Even Think About It: Why Our   
Brains Are Wired to Ignore Climate Change (2024)
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For those committed to social change 

and climate justice, especially to our 

friends and colleagues at the change 

collective Wandelwerk. Thank you.

For Maël, may the climate movement, 

supported by the insights of this book, 

provide a sustainable future for you and 

all the children across the globe.
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I am delighted to write a foreword for this important and insightful book on 
the psychology of climate protest and engagement. As the authors note, acting 
against climate change in essence requires courage, and I believe this book offers 
practical pathways towards being courageous together. These pathways are 
based on decades of academic theorizing and research, which means they are in 
line with a modern scientific understanding of the psychology of climate action.

The authors have also done a great job at translating these insights into con-
crete, actionable recommendations and guidelines. As such, the book uniquely 
brings together the psychological science of what moves and motivates people 
for climate action with the urgent need to act together. I can recommend the book 
to anyone who wants to feel more hopeful and be more courageous in the face of 
what is probably the biggest challenge of our times.

–​ Professor Martijn van Zomeren, University of Groningen (2024)

We live in an exceptional time in human history, and climate activists struggle 
with three huge challenges –​ their knowledge of the reality of what lies ahead, 
the fear that, like Cassandra, they shout that truth but are not heard, and the 
sense of responsibility that the fate of future generations depends on them.

This book is important because it understands those psychological 
challenges and addresses them directly. Wisely, it recognizes that engaging 
people in climate action is ultimately not about educating people –​ of producing 
yet more reports about parts per million of gases or degrees of temperature –​ 
but about investing in shared identity and progressive values, working through 
trusted networks and giving people a sense of belonging and collective agency.

It shows how a strong sense of community and shared values can sustain 
us, and, in turn, suggests ways that this community can be nurtured. The book 
is very strong on theory and source material, yet also provides very good prac-
tical advice. Of especial value to activists, it recognizes that they are vulnerable –​ 
that burnout is a real danger –​ and provides good advice on sustaining their 
activism –​ or, as the book says, building courage. I wish we had had this kind of 
material when I started my climate activism 30 years ago!

–​ George Marshall, environmental campaigner, communications   
specialist, and founder of Climate Outreach (2024)
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xv

CLIMATE COURAGE AND THE AIMS OF THIS BOOK

The ongoing climate crisis continually unveils our vulnerability as a society. 
Like peeking behind the curtain, this unveiling means we often see what we 
might have been happier never knowing about. It is therefore no surprise that 
many of us choose to avoid news and information on the disastrous impacts 
climate change has on our lives and the lives of our loved ones: doing so can 
be frightening and overwhelming. Those of us who do dare to look often suffer 
from increased climate fear and anxiety. Indeed, these days, climate anxiety is 
receiving a great deal of attention in the media, among scientists, and within the 
climate movement.

This book focuses on one flip side of climate anxiety: the courage to prac-
tice collective climate action. With this work, we’re not aiming to counter anx-
iety. Indeed, anxiety can be a driving factor behind why people choose to take 
climate action.1 What we are aiming to do is to help readers like you build “cli
mate courage” to face this anxiety and avoid falling prey to apathy.

In this book, “climate courage” refers to working resolutely for socio-​
ecological change in the time of climate crisis, despite climate fears and anx-
iety. Climate courage as we define it therefore comprises standing up for 
your convictions and letting yourself feel hopeful and effective. The method 
of practicing climate courage this book focuses most on is joining small and 
large groups in order to combat climate injustice. To foster this specific type 
of courage, it may be beneficial to look at group-​based climate action through 
the lens of psychology. That’s where we come in. In this book, the Author 
Team, comprised of social and environmental psychologists, has summarized 
state-​of-​the-​art research on collective climate action. We’ve also shared stories 
from our own and others’ experiences to bridge the gap between research and 
practice.

Our goal in structuring this book was to make it user-​friendly so readers 
can work with it, learn from it, and implement its insights. While this book 
consistently points out that there is rarely a one-​size-​fits-​all solution, the 
recommendations we’ve provided can be taken as advice, guidelines, or simply 
inspirations for climate action at the individual or group level. As the Author 
Team of this book, we believe most people out there would be willing to act with 
courage in the face of the climate crisis if they only had the tools and resources to 
help them do so. It is our goal to provide just that.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

This book will be helpful for numerous individuals, particularly those active in 
the movement for a socio-​ecological transformation who are seeking methods 
for becoming more psychologically resilient as well as effective in their actions. 
This includes:

PREFACE
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You!

the student organizing weekly protests at her school

the climate activist blockading a mine in the name of immediate coal 
phase out

the critic feeling dissatisfied with individualized solutions to structural 
problems

the manufacturer trying to make his family business more sustainable

the ministry worker striving to pass environmental laws in their town

the agriculture group exploring a new reality of collective socio-​ecological 
practice

those wanting to better understand the psychology of collective climate 
action will also find this book of interest

Given the reality of the climate situation we are facing today, those who are 
courageous enough to act, to seek out joint efforts, and to work towards socio-​
ecological change deserve our gratitude. It is for these individuals, and those still 
finding their courage, that this book is written.

THE STORY BEHIND THIS BOOK

The climate crisis is caused by human behavior.2,3 If we want to prevent the fur
ther collapse of the ecosystems that enable life on this planet, we need to change.

In 2016, members of this Author Team published a book on the psychology 
of environmental protection, with an emphasis on interventions to change indi-
vidual behavior.4 While that book garnered substantial attention and helped 
climate groups improve their campaigns, there was always the concern that 
focusing on behavior change seemed to spotlight individual responsibility. 
This is partially due to the topic itself and to the methods used in the field of 
psychology. Academic psychologists typically investigate the thoughts, feelings, 
and actions of individuals through questionnaires and interviews. It is this very 
focus of investigation that can potentially be instrumentalized to argue against 
structural change. In other words, academic psychologists usually investigate 
the individual, not the collective. Through this lens, it might be easy to say, “if 
the individual can change, it is their responsibility to do so”.

However, researchers in this field consistently state:

While there are established strategies for fostering 
behavior change in individuals, it’s extremely difficult to 
achieve profound and lasting change if the societal and 

physical structures surrounding those individuals do not 
change.

Psychology-​based interventions can be effective but, on average, interventions 
only lead to a small change.5 Behaving sustainably within unsustainable 
structures will not produce the changes we need to see in order to face the cli-
mate crisis. What we need is systemic change. This includes changing how our 
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economy works, how we generate and use energy, how we move from one 
place to another, how we work, and how we spend our time when we’re not at 
work. These changes involve not only our relationship with nature but also our 
relationships with one another.

Fighting the climate crisis means altering the structure of our society, and 
this is only possible by working collectively. Confronting the climate crisis comes 
down not only to changing our individual behaviors, but also to changes on 
the collective level. Socio-​ecological transformation means changes in our socio-​
political structures and in the minds, hearts, and deeds of the people living 
within these structures.

For these reasons, and ever since publishing Psychology of Environmental  
Protection, this Author Team has wanted to write a second book that sheds light  
on the collective side of climate action, focusing on structural change, protest, and  
collective climate action beyond the private sphere. The world is also a different  
place than it was in 2016: while the COVID-​19 pandemic happened and the war  
in Ukraine began, we also saw a rise in collective climate action. Within this rise,  
we’re now consistently seeing a lot of people take that first step to engage in cli-
mate action, but then step back due to disappointment and burnout. Moreover,  
the necessary measures for climate protection at the structural level have not  
been taken, making it highly unlikely that the rise in global temperature will  
be limited to 1.5°C, opening us up to dangerous warming scenarios of 2°C and  
above.6,7 Thus, the urgency of the climate crisis is growing. It now seems more  
important than ever to build a resilient climate movement that can withstand  
setbacks and defeat. Climate groups want to and need to prepare for a long-​term  
struggle.

Box P.1:  Food for thought –​ The trail of 
climate action

There are those who say, “climate action is not a sprint but a marathon”. 
Our Author Team wonders if this is an understatement –​ real, enduring 
climate action seems more like a lifelong hike. And on this trail of climate 
action, hikers constantly discover new terrain and face new challenges. In 
this vein, this book can act as a hiking guide, offering ideas on what to 
bring, what to look out for, what to reflect on, and how we can best reach 
our destination, together.

DEFINING “WE”

The question of who we are is a fundamental one. The concept of “we” and 
the role of groups will be explored in greater depth throughout this book, but 
for now what might be more relevant for you is to know who “we” represents 
within this text. Since this book is written from the practical perspective of 
the movement for a socio-​ecological transition and thus promotes a better 
world for all, now and in the future, “we” is often used in this book to denote 
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humanity at large –​ all of us living here on this planet. Other times, “we” is used 
to refer to the authors of this book, a.k.a., our Author Team. Over the last sev-
eral years, these authors have worked collaboratively on this book as part of the 
NGO Wandelwerk.

A QUICK BIT ABOUT WANDELWERK

The main goal of Wandelwerk is to bring psychology-​based insight and support 
into the environmental and climate movement in order to promote a socio-​
ecological transformation.

We want to close the gap between science and practice.

As a collective, we are also part of the climate justice movement and have 
experienced the struggles entailed therewith. In addition to our practical experi-
ence, we have scientific backgrounds in environmental and social psychology. 
This means we are continually reflecting on and studying what motivates people 
to act, alone or together, especially in the context of the climate crisis.

With roots in both the practical and scientific sides of collective climate 
action, we’re in a unique position to be able to offer two perspectives: that of 
academics, which may seem somewhat observational and top-​down, and that 
of those involved in the movement, which may seem more involving and 
bottom-​up. Our ability to consistently switch between these perspectives is what 
makes this book different from, for example, psychological textbooks or books 
focused solely on experiences from within the movement. Since its founding 
in 2015, Wandelwerk members have hosted numerous lectures, workshops, and 
interviews on the psychology of the climate crisis. Within this scope, topics have 
ranged from behavior change, climate communication, and degrowth to team 
building and collective climate action. We try to be where the big questions of 
the climate movement are.

OUR AUTHOR TEAM

Our Author Team is comprised of Wandelwerk members Karen, Paula, Eva, 
Sophia, Alex, and Julian, as shown in Image P.1.

Karen Hamann wrote the book Psychology of Environmental Protection4 and co-​
founded Wandelwerk in the same year. Her PhD focused on antecedents and 
consequences of psychological empowerment in the climate crisis. Currently, she 
is working at the Department of Social Psychology of Leipzig University on the 
topics of agency interventions and the energy transition. In writing this book, 
she has drawn on lessons learned from her PhD, her work at Leipzig University, 
her experience with engagement in the movement for a socio-​ecological trans-
formation, and her training in systemic counseling.

Eva Junge is a co-​founder of Wandelwerk and has been working as an environ-
mental psychologist since 2015. She specializes in climate communication and the  
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psychology of collective action. She also explores different forms of “artivism”  
by combining circus arts with direct action. Currently, she works as an advisor  
for socio-ecological NGOs, providing tools to increase the effectiveness of their  
work for systemic change.

Paula Blumenschein is a researcher in environmental psychology at TU 
Dortmund University. In the past, she worked as a transdisciplinary sus-
tainability researcher and studied psychology with a focus on intercultural 
psychology. For more than ten years now, her work for socio-​ecological trans-
formation has included involvement in several sustainability and environmental 
activist groups on the local and international level.

Sophia Dasch has been involved in various environmental and social justice 
initiatives since 2012 and is currently an active and board-​serving member of 
Wandelwerk. Previously, she worked for the project CO2ero as an environmental 
educator, accompanying schools on their journey to more climate protection. At 
Leipzig University, she also investigated the psychology of the energy transi-
tion (together with Karen Hamann), and her master’s thesis explored how the 
radical side of a movement impacts its public perception and support. Since 
2024, Sophia has been working at ConPolicy, which is a research and consulting 
firm focusing on consumer policy.

Image P.1:  Our Author Team from left to right: Karen, Julian, our colleague 
Luise, Eva, Alex, Paula, and Sophia. 
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Alex Wernke has been active in the climate movement for 10 years –​ working on 
the organization, mobilization, and communication of many of Germany’s large-​
scale climate protests. Since finishing his studies in environmental psychology 
at the University of Magdeburg, Alex has worked as a facilitator of the partici-
pation process Bonn4Future and is currently a freelance political educator and 
climate communication trainer.

Julian Bleh is a social psychologist currently doing his PhD at Leipzig University. 
His work focuses on the ability to imagine social change and the motivational 
effects of having a vision. He is also working as an applied social scientist, facili-
tating and evaluating projects in the context of socio-​ecological change within 
Germany and is involved in the climate justice and fair housing movements.

Writing this book was part of the Erasmus+​ funded project, Education for Pro-​ 
Environmental Active Citizenship (EPEAC), in cooperation with the organizations Ulex  
in Spain, Transformative Education in the United Kingdom, and Vedegylet in Hungary.

Box P.2:  Note –​ Our position

We must acknowledge the fact that we’re writing this book from a 
very privileged position. All members of our Author Team identify as 
Caucasian and German and have a university degree. We are not repre-
sentative of the global climate movement, and readers should keep in 
mind that the perspective presented in this book is only one of the many 
valuable perspectives in the field of collective climate action. Due to our 
backgrounds, examples herein disproportionately stem from the climate 
movement in Germany. We always welcome hearing from others willing 
to share their own experiences so that we may tell more comprehensive 
stories, together. If you have a perspective you’d like to share with us, see 
the Final words section.

TWO CORE QUESTIONS

We, the Author Team, see climate courage in those who act for socio-​ecological 
change despite experiencing fear and doubt. Courage arises in times of anxiety. 
But how do people keep their spirits up in the face of growing crises? And how can 
someone muster up the courage to take that first step and join forces with others? 
Moreover, what motivates us to resist the easier path of apathy? These thoughts can 
be boiled down to the following two core questions, which this book will focus on:

1. How can we build and sustain collective climate action?

2. How can collective climate action become resilient and 
effective?
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We believe it is essential to learn about people’s motivations and perceptions 
to create impactful socio-​ecological change. Throughout this book, we cover 
a range of scientific topics that are important for gaining such a fundamental 
understanding. We also aim to provide some practical recommendations that 
can be directly applied by those who organize and participate in climate actions.

BUILDING A BRIDGE BETWEEN SCIENCE AND PRACTICE

From a scientific standpoint, the Author Team wants to be explicit that, within 
the field of psychology, research into collective climate action is still in its early 
stages. The research that does exist, however, builds on a long tradition of psy-
chological scholarship on collective action in other injustice contexts. Although 
we often wish to provide more specific and detailed solutions for the climate 
crisis, this is simply not possible if we want such solutions to be thoroughly 
grounded in empirical findings.

For the past four years, research into collective climate action has gathered 
momentum. It stands to reason then, that had we waited an additional four years 
to publish this book, we would have been able to provide even more climate 
crisis-​specific insight. But the simple fact is, the climate crisis is happening now. 
And that means people cannot wait another four years for this knowledge. To 
quote an activist sticker:

the climate crisis doesn’t wait for your bachelor’s degree.

It also doesn’t wait for researchers to draw final conclusions, were that even 
possible.

To deal with the limited body of available research when writing this book, 
we made use of various forms of knowledge: data-​driven quantitative know-
ledge about collective climate action, knowledge about similar topics, know-
ledge from interview studies, and practical knowledge from our own and others’ 
experiences with collective climate action.

More precisely, we started off by including every psychological study we 
could find that was practically relevant to the core questions of this book. At the 
time of writing this book, there were no published scientific reviews or books on 
the psychology of climate protests and volunteering. So, we conducted our own 
review, employing a snowball approach, which involved using the references 
or citations of a paper to identify additional papers, and we interpreted our 
findings through the lens of the climate movement. While attending conferences, 
our Author Team also noted down the latest findings of unpublished posters and 
papers. However, as these findings have not yet gone through the peer review 
process that ensures scientific quality, readers should consider the results of 
these unpublished studies preliminary.

Where we did not find any available climate-​specific research on an 
important topic, we considered empirical studies that focus on other social 
issues, for example, women’s and LGBTQ+​ rights, the peace movement, and 
trade unions. For many of these fields, there is a much longer tradition of 
research. While this book focuses on collective climate action, people involved in 
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other relevant social movements can also use this book as an inspiration for their 
groups and actions. We complemented these quantitative, data-​based findings 
with qualitative interview studies from the field that provide valuable insights 
into people’s experiences.

Finally, we also share our personal knowledge as people involved in  
collective climate action, as well as experiences of others who were invited to con-
tribute to this book. We believe that by integrating research and joining discussions 
we gain inspiring new insights that are relevant to socio-​ecological transformations. 
Aside from its practical value, this book aims to encourage students, researchers, 
and many others to investigate the questions that arise while reading it.

CRITICALLY REFLECTING ON FINDINGS

This book includes knowledge from very different sources. It is crucial for us  
as scientists that you as the reader have a basis for evaluating the credibility  
and assumptions made by the research presented here. An important question is  
therefore: can causal claims be made based on this research?

Box P.3:  Info point –​ What’s causality?

As opposed to co-​occurrence, which is the idea that two events simply 
occur, causality is the idea that one event causes another. An example of 
this can be seen if we take two events, (1) a person felt morally obliged and 
(2) joined a protest, and connect them through a causal chain to say that   
(1 → 2) a person felt morally obliged so they joined a protest.

The field of psychology adds to conversations about socio-​ecological 
change as it actually tests causality in experimental designs. However, many of 
the mechanisms are often not tested experimentally. This leads to co-​occurrence 
and causality sometimes being misconstrued in the public perception of 
research, a mix-​up fake news outlets rely heavily on. Throughout this book, 
our Author Team has always tried to make it explicit where our assumptions 
come from and which study designs were used. Nevertheless, we invite you 
to see our words, assumptions, and advice as preliminary and always question 
them critically. Throughout this book, you might encounter a few terms of sci-
entific methods you’re not yet familiar with. If you’re interested, you can take 
a look at the Appendix: Overview of research designs section, where we explain 
various approaches to quantitative research such as experimental, longitudinal, 
field interventional, cross-​sectional, and meta-​analytical studies, as well as other 
types of research included in this book.

It is also important to stress that, unfortunately, most of the research 
presented in this book is from individuals falling into the so-​called WEIRD 
(western, educated, industrialized, rich, democratic) categorization, which is 
not representative of the global population. Of course, in the case of the climate 
crisis, since WEIRD individuals are responsible for the majority of emissions,8 it 
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is worthwhile focusing on this group. Cross-​cultural research is still quite rare in 
environmental psychology, which means conclusions drawn in this book cannot 
be easily transferred to the Global South. People from the Global South involved 
in the climate movement are, for example, more likely to suffer from repression. 
This may influence their feelings, perceptions, and actions, and possibly also the 
relationships between these psychological processes.

WHAT YOU WILL AND WILL NOT FIND IN THIS BOOK

Let’s take a closer look at what you will and will not find in this book in Table P.1.

References

1.	 Wullenkord, M. C., Tröger, J., Hamann, K. R. S., Loy, L. S. & Reese, G. Anxiety and cli
mate change: A validation of the Climate Anxiety Scale in a German-​speaking quota 
sample and an investigation of psychological correlates. Clim. Change 168, 20 (2021). 
https://​doi.org/​10.1007/​s10​584-​021-​03234-​6

2.	 Steffen, W. et al. Planetary boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing 
planet. Science 347, 1259855 (2015). https://​doi.org/​10.1126/​scie​nce.1259​855

Table P.1:  What you will and will not find in this book

What you will find in this book: What you will not find:
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• Psychology, psychology, psychology … 
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• Many interdisciplinary perspectives, 
although people from other disciplinary 
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2    The Psychology of Collective Climate Action

DEFINING COLLECTIVE CLIMATE ACTION

Collective climate action is at the heart of this book. Collective action is a unique 
type of action in which both the actions and aims of an individual are connected 
to a group or movement.1,2 To put it succinctly:

Collective climate action is when individuals act as 
members of a group with the aim of changing socio-​

political structures in the face of the climate crisis.

As you can see, in the field of psychology, we are looking at collective climate 
actions at the level of individual group members –​ their beliefs, feelings, and 
behaviors –​ and not at the group as a whole.

Collective actions can be what researchers in the field of psychology call nor-
mative. Examples include peaceful demonstrations, conversations with decision  
makers, petitions, and information campaigns. Generally, normative actions are  
broadly accepted by society and do not cross societal boundaries, such as rules,  
laws, or etiquette. In contrast, there are also non-​normative types of collective  
actions. These range from civil disobedience (blocking busy streets, damaging  
property) and socially unaccepted behavior (nude protests) to violent uprisings  
(hurting others). In this book, you will find that the distinction between norma-
tive and non-​normative collective action is relevant not only at the political level  
but also at the psychological level.2

Figure 1.1:  Examples of collective climate action
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Box 1.1:  Note –​ Activism in this book

Within this book, the Author Team has decided not to speak of activism, as 
not everyone who joins in collective climate action identifies as an activist. 
Two exceptions to this can be found in the Activist’s dilemma and the Activist 
burnout sections, as these employ established terms.

Examples of collective climate action

Collective climate action can take various forms, in addition to those shown in 
Figure 1.1 and Images 1.1 to 1.3. It can be going door to door to motivate others 
to join a neighborhood protest. It can be volunteering in an environmental group 
by joining a plenary session. It can be showing up in public spaces to fight for 
intergenerational justice. Collective climate action can also be taken by individ-
uals seeking to initiate changes in their respective surroundings, such as citizens 
writing to their local government officials, employees meeting with their higher-​
ups, and students talking to their teachers.

As previous psychological research has largely focused on protesting  
and sometimes on volunteering, these climate actions are most prominent in  
this book. However, the psychological principles described in relation to these  
actions are likely transferable to other actions as well.

Image 1.1:  Reforestation project in Montana, USA (2020). 
Photo by Dave Gardner Creative/​ National Forest Foundation (PDM 1.0 Deed)
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DIFFERENTIATING BETWEEN COLLECTIVE AND PRIVATE 
CLIMATE ACTION

What makes the described examples of action collective is that they do not 
remain in the private sphere but go beyond the adaptation of personal behaviors 
to socio-​ecological trends. The distinction between collective climate action and 
private behavior can perhaps be best illustrated through the concepts of the eco-
logical footprint and the ecological handprint.3

The ecological footprint represents the negative impact an individual has 
on the planet, influenced by their circumstances and lifestyle. Taken seriously, 
our ecological footprint can weigh heavily on our shoulders. Those of us here 
in Germany, for example, might feel burdened knowing our individual CO2 
emissions amount to 10.5 tons annually on average –​ a number significantly 
higher than the 1 ton that would mean each person living on this planet could 
have an equal share without us collectively surpassing the global maximum.4

An alternative and more solution-​focused concept is that of the socio-​ 
ecological handprint.5 The handprint represents the positive impact we can have  
on this planet by creating societal structures that make sustainable behavior  
easier, more accessible, cheaper, and the new norm. While reducing our footprint  
might mean eating more sustainably or taking the bike instead of the car, redu-
cing our handprint might mean advocating for sustainable food in our school  
cafeteria or for improved biking infrastructure in our city. While the footprint  

Image 1.2:  Nnimmo Bassey speaks at a camp for climate action in the opencast 
lignite region in North Rhine-​Westphalia, Germany (2016). 
Photo by Lars Jung (CC BY 2.0)
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concept often starts and stops with the individual, the handprint concept starts  
with influence from one person to another and makes its way to societal change.  
The notion of collective action in this book is closely tied to the concept of the  
ecological handprint and can be better understood using a specific model called  
the Social Identity Model of Collective Action.

THE SOCIAL IDENTITY MODEL OF COLLECTIVE ACTION

As research psychologists, we as the Author Team like to work with theoretical 
models. Since models are a simplification of the complex reality, they can help us 
structure and understand the world. Psychology-​based models, in turn, help us 
structure and understand people’s beliefs, feelings, and actions.

One such model has provided the basis for this book: the Social Identity 
Model of Collective Action (SIMCA).6 Martijn van Zomeren, now a professor of 
social psychology at the University of Groningen, and colleagues developed 
the SIMCA to explain the psychological conditions under which people join or 
intend to join collective action in diverse areas of social change. The model is 
based on a meta-​analysis of studies on anti-​globalization demonstrations, farmer 
protests, sexual discrimination, participation in trade unions, the gay rights 
movement, the fat acceptance movement, industrial protests, and antinuclear 
activism, among others. The SIMCA was recently replicated and extended,7 fur
ther increasing its robustness and value.

Image 1.3:  Petition against budget cuts detrimental to the implementation of 
already planned new bicycle paths in Berlin, Germany (2023). 
Photo by Chris Grodotzki/​ Campact (CC BY-​NC 2.0)
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THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

The SIMCA, as well as its replication, contains three core concepts used in 
the structuring of this book: social identity, moral beliefs (including moral 
convictions and perceived injustice), and efficacy beliefs. If groups and people 
involved in collective climate action broaden their understanding and reflect 
on these three core concepts, it is the idea of this book that their efforts will 
become more effective, enduring, humane, authentic, and resilient in the face of 
crises. Alongside the SIMCA model, this book uses information gathered from 
research studying people who are involved in collective climate action, curious 
about it, or observing this type of action. This approach ensures each chapter 
contains scientific evidence from the fields of climate change, climate justice, and 
environmental protection.

Part I of this book is closely tied to scientific findings surrounding these 
three main concepts, and explicitly describes psychological ideas for and studies 
on motivating collective action and gaining support. Chapter 2 revolves around 
people’s social identification (our perception that we are part of a group and our 
emotional attachment to this group).8 It describes how groups can be designed 
so that they fulfil people’s needs and maintain their involvement. This chapter 
further sheds light on how people define themselves as part of a climate action 
group, as illustrated, for example, by the protest chant, “They can’t stop the cli-
mate revolution; we are the climate solution”. Chapter 3 focuses on morals. Moral 
beliefs are characterized by strong convictions about something being right or 
wrong regardless of the circumstances.9 This chapter also covers moral emotions, 
such as feelings of guilt and anger, which might guide people’s moral compass. 
Moral beliefs can be seen in the impassioned protest chant, “What do we want? 
Climate justice! When do we want it? Now!” Chapter 4 looks in more detail at 
how the climate crisis can be communicated to the public with the help of framing. 
Chapter 5 highlights the role of perceived efficacy in the event of success and in 
the face of defeat. Efficacy beliefs represent people’s perceptions and feelings that 
they and their groups can achieve their collective aims.10 This is reflected in the 
shout, “Power to the people, ’cause the people got the power!” Chapter 6 builds 
a bridge to the psychological consequences of collective climate action by asking 
two questions: how do people respond to success and failure, and how does col-
lective climate action influence people’s private lives? The concepts of Chapters 2–​
6 are united in a model for explaining engagement in collective climate action that 
guides this book (Figure 1.2). Chapter 7 pulls the threads together and offers a 
suggestion on how to use this model to plan collective climate action.

Part II of this book then opens things up by raising the question of how 
resilient and effective collective climate action might look. Chapter 8 summarizes 
up-​to-​date insights into the causes and consequences of activist burnout and 
draws conclusions for resilient collective action. Chapter 9 outlines four the-
ories of societal change. As this is not the Author Team’s scientific area of 
expertise, this chapter is meant as an inspirational source for reflecting on your 
own assumptions about societal change. Chapter 10 then wraps up the book by 
presenting guidelines for (re)evaluating the goals of climate action groups and 
for choosing suitable psychology-​based strategies to promote engagement for a 
socio-ecological transformation.
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Box 1.2:  Take action –​ Think about what you 
want to know

Before you delve into Part I of this book, we invite you to take the oppor-
tunity to write down any questions you may have about the psychology 
of collective climate action. On your phone, in your journal, or on a scrap 
piece of paper you can store in between the pages of this very book, why 

Figure 1.2:  A model for explaining engagement in collective climate action
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not take a moment to jot down a few thoughts –​ for example, questions 
pertaining to people’s thoughts, feelings, and actions in the context of col-
lective climate action, or your own and others’ motivation for collective 
climate action?

Later in the book, you will be reminded of these questions so that you 
can reflect on what answers you’ve found.
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2	 SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION

DEFINING SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION

On August 20, 2018, Greta Thunberg walked to the Swedish parliament for the 
first time to strike for the climate. Alone. Just her and her now famous cardboard 
sign reading, Skolstrejk för klimatet [School strike for the climate]. Within a few 
short months, millions of people had joined her protest. These mostly young 
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people were suddenly responsible for having formed one of the most influen-
tial social movements in recent history, something they had certainly not been 
planning on just a few months earlier. So, what happened? How did the pro-
test of a 15-​year-​old girl in Sweden turn into an unprecedented, sustained mass 
mobilization covering large parts of Europe and the world?

This chapter covers how Greta’s protest harnessed the key ingredient for 
any social movement. Greta made young people aware that they had something 
in common, that they as a generation will be severely affected by the climate 
crisis. Upon this realization, they began thinking of themselves as a group –​ as a 
“we” –​ and in the months that followed, they began to act as one. This unifica-
tion shines through in the Fridays for Future chant:

“They can’t stop the climate revolution; we are the 
climate solution.”

Such we-​feelings and perceptions are the foundation for climate courage. They 
represent our social identification.

When asked who we are, we typically describe a combination of individual 
characteristics, such as our name, age, or interests and the characteristics of the 
groups which we see ourselves as part of, such as gender, occupation, or social 
movement affiliation. This ability to define ourselves as unique individuals and 
as members of a group is the basis of one of the most influential theories in 
psychology, social identity theory.1

The basic idea of social identity theory is that the groups we identify 
with can be understood as an extension of our individual identity: the “I” 
becomes a “we”.2 As such, social identification comprises two components: the 
perceptions of the groups we are part of –​ the box, so to speak, that we put our-
selves in –​ and our emotional connection to these groups.3 These two aspects 
may or may not coincide. For example, someone having just moved to the 
city of London for work might identify as a “Londoner” while not feeling any 
strong emotional attachment to that identity, given they don’t yet know the 
city or other Londoners very well. Another individual having just moved to 
the city of London to live near friends might have been dreaming of doing so 
for a long time and thus feel strongly connected to the “Londoner” identity. 
Though both of these people can check the box of perceiving themselves as 
part of the Londoner group, they each have different emotional connections 
to this group.

There is an infinite number of groups in our lives. These can be ascribed to 
us by others, derived from what we do in life, and based on shared experiences. 
They can also be rooted in common opinions.4 Table 2.1 presents some examples 
of the features that form the basis of these groups.

All of these group identities influence the way we interpret and experience 
reality, with good and bad consequences for the climate movement. For  
example, if a person perceives themselves as having similarities with someone  
being affected by the climate crisis, they are more likely to act in solidarity with  
them. On the flip side, if a person perceives themselves as having no similarities  
with someone, they are more likely to remain distanced.5 Social identification is  
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at the core of any group that takes the climate crisis seriously and demands sys-
temic change. But social identification also unites those who deny its existence  
or defend the status quo.6

FROM SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION TO COLLECTIVE 
CLIMATE ACTION

Meta-​analyses find that, across contexts and areas of injustice, identification 
motivates collective action.7,8 Similarly,

a wealth of research has shown that whether or not we 
engage in the fight against the climate crisis is associated 

with the extent to which we identify with groups that 
stand for climate action.

Various studies on the Fridays for Future protests, Extinction Rebellion, an 
Iranian nature cleaning program, sustainable university initiatives, and the 
Transition Town movement have shown that people who identify more strongly 
with a climate group are more likely to engage in collective climate action.9–​15

Now, some of you may be thinking, I don’t identify with a specific group, 
but I’m still motivated to participate in collective climate action. This might be 
because, as studies show, personally identifying as an environmentalist or with 
environmentalists has also been found to relate to collective climate action.16,17 
Whether our social identification encourages climate action may depend largely 
on our understanding of what it means to be a member of a particular group –​ 
something psychologists call social norms.

Social norms shape our understanding of social groups. They tell us what 
the members of a given social group do (descriptive norm) and what they think is 
correct behavior for those within the group, and perhaps those outside it (ought 
norm or injunctive norm).18 Social norms provide orientation and direction, so 
that members of a particular group know how to act and how to think about a 
given issue.2 As such, they can be seen as a key process through which social 
identification is translated into action. For example, if all members of a person’s 
local Friends of the Earth group plan to go to the global climate march (descrip-
tive norm), this person may feel an inner obligation to join them. If, during this 

Table 2.1:  Examples of features that form the basis of group identities

Features that are … Examples

ascribed to us by others Our age, race, class, gender

derived from our actions Our occupation, sports, hobbies

based on shared experiences Realizing we’re not alone in being affected and 
outraged by structural discrimination

rooted in common opinions Believing that systemic change is needed to     
confront climate change
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climate march, the group discusses and agrees that capitalism is at the core of the 
climate crisis (ought norm), this person might feel inclined to agree with them 
and then critically reflect on their own ideas around green economy approaches.

Aside from the wealth of research on identification and collective action, 
research on social norms has mostly focused on private behavior instead of col-
lective action19. One study, however, found that people were more willing to par
ticipate in a neighborhood initiative for climate protection when they thought 
their neighbors would participate and expected them to actually do so.20

Yet, it is not identifying with just any group that brings people into col-
lective action, but specifically with groups that have action-​promoting social 
norms (and that constitute so-​called politicized identities). This can be illustrated 
with an example from another area of collective action: individuals who iden-
tified with the Schwulenverband in Deutschland [German gay association] were 
far more likely to join gay rights protests than individuals who identified with 
the descriptive group, homosexuals21. The reason why identification with a 
social movement is such a powerful basis for collective action may lie within the 
action-​promoting social norms of these groups.22 The climate movement is an 
action-​oriented group whose social norms revolve around the idea that people 
should participate in collective climate action (ought norm) and whose members 
actually do so (descriptive norm). In turn, its members feel an inner obligation to 
participate.21,22 Put differently,

action-​promoting social norms are what turn a group 
that cares about the climate crisis into a group that 

stands for climate action –​ into a climate action group.

This is why climate action groups like Fridays for Future are especially effective at 
motivating collective climate action.

Then again, our group identities influence how we perceive and adapt 
to social norms. As social beings, we are constantly picking up on the action-​
promoting social norms around us. Whether these norms can indeed influence 
our actions depends on the attention we give them and our identification with 
the group promoting them.18,23 For example, if the Fridays for Future movement 
is important to an individual, they will likely try to join the Friday protests, but 
if that individual does not identify with the Fridays for Future group, the group’s 
actions are less likely to influence that person’s decisions. This illustrates the 
complex ways in which social identification and social norms are intertwined. 
You may not realize it at first, but when you identify with a group, chances are 
you’ll find yourself thinking and acting similarly to how you perceive fellow 
group members thinking and acting.

Fortunately, the way in which group identities and social norms influ-
ence our climate actions is not set in stone but can be flexible as our perceptions 
change. Anna Rabinovich and her colleagues from the universities of Exeter, 
Groningen, and Bath found that when participants were asked to compare their 
home country (the UK) to another country with greater harmful environmental 
impact (the US), they perceived the UK as more environmentally friendly and 
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were more willing to take action.24 In contrast, when they were asked to compare 
their country to a country with less harmful environmental impact (Sweden), 
they viewed the UK as less environmentally friendly, and their motivation for 
action dwindled.

This study shows that even when identifying as members of the same 
group, individuals’ willingness to act on the climate crisis depends on their point 
of reference. In the next section, we’ll explain and showcase many examples of 
how social identification with climate action groups can be strengthened; for 
example, through social norms.

Box 2.1:  Food for thought –​ Models aren’t 
everything

It is worth noting that psychology-​based findings speak of averages. On 
average, people who identify with a group are more likely to join the col-
lective climate actions of that group. However, there might be others for 
whom this is not the case. For example, a person might build their climate 
actions around perceived effectiveness, so that each action is rooted in the 
perceived likelihood of success, without them truly having to feel like part 
of a group.

While models and findings may help us understand people in general 
and determine certain rules of thumb, they cannot be automatically trans-
ferred to every individual. They can also often explain parts of behavior, 
small associations, and trends, but not everything. Questions always remain 
when we delve into what motivates collective climate action. Thus, while 
models help us understand reality, they never offer a complete representa-
tion of it.

HOW WE CAN STRENGTHEN IDENTIFICATION WITH CLIMATE 
ACTION GROUPS

Whether we identify with a group depends on two social-​psychological processes 
that can promote social identification and, in turn, collective climate action.

First, we need to see ourselves as part of a group (psychologists call this 
self-​categorization).25 This approach (let’s call it Focus 1) is about showing people 
that they are (already) affiliated with a group that stands for climate action, 
which can be based on commonalities with others. Second, we need to feel 
emotionally connected to a group and have the motivation to be or become a 
group member. The second focus (Focus 2) is about creating a group that meets 
people’s needs, so its members are motivated to start and to continue identifying 
as group members.

In this section, you’ll learn about several strategies that build on these 
two foci.
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Focus 1: Highlighting the connection to climate     
action groups

We identify more strongly with a climate action group when we see commonal-
ities rather than differences between ourselves and other members of the group.

Box 2.2:  Take action –​ Thought experiment

To get an idea about how identification works, first look up and read a little 
about the group Extinction Rebellion (XR).

Then, ask yourself:

	• What similarities do I see between myself and the members of this group?
	• Is this group’s focus on mass extinction in line with how I experience the cli-

mate crisis?
	• Do members of this group look and act like me?

The more you answered yes to these questions, the more likely you identify 
(at least somewhat) with XR. If you found yourself more often answering 
no to these questions, you probably do not identify with this particular cli-
mate action group.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 1: Identifying common fates and traits

The questions raised bring us to our first strategy for Focus 1. They illustrate two 
approaches to showing people they have something in common with climate 
action groups: identifying a common fate and identifying commonalities with 
group members. These approaches can be used both to strengthen the affiliation 
to established climate action groups and to encourage the formation of new ones.

Identifying a common fate

Sharing a fate or grievance is often the starting point for people to see themselves 
as part of the same social movement.26 And the first step in showing people they 
have something in common is naturally to draw their attention to that common-
ality. The idea here is to simply point out to people that they already share fun-
damental experiences, beliefs, or goals with regard to the climate crisis.

An example of how this process can be initiated by a group leader can 
be seen in the formation of the Fridays for Future movement. Prior to Greta’s 
appearance on the public stage, there was no shared group identity among 
young people as a climate action group. Her protest drew public attention to the 
common fate of young people, namely that their lives will be severely affected 
by the climate crisis. By doing so, she transformed the loosely defined group 
young people into a clearly delineated, fate-​sharing group facing and now fighting 
the effects of climate change.27

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Social identification    17

Often, a common grievance is connected to an us-​versus-​them conflict. 
Traditionally, such conflicts are seen as one of the foundations of social identifi-
cation and collective action.7 It is the mentality that, in contrast to them, we can 
see who we are and what we stand for.28 Greta Thunberg often uses us-​versus-​
them messaging in her media appearances when she articulates who her we are 
(younger people sharing the common fate of being affected by the climate crisis) 
and who they are (political and economic elites responsible for the crisis).27 This 
mentality can also be illustrated by how some people of the Global South view 
climate justice. This group might see extreme global injustices (their shared 
grievance) as structurally disadvantaging their group members (their us) while 
being advantageous for the group members of the privileged Global North 
(their them).

Fostering this kind of us-​versus-​them messaging could be a way of 
demonstrating that the climate crisis is not just one person’s individual fate, but 
the shared fate of a whole group of people, thus contributing to the development 
of a group identity. However, there are trade-​offs associated with us-​versus-​them 
messaging. As you will see in some of the other strategies proposed herein, there 
are a number of reasons why it may also be useful to include our them in our us 
when seeking to focus on a joint struggle.

Identifying commonalities with group members

Another important way of determining whether we are part of a group is to 
compare ourselves with what we think is a typical member of that group.25 For 
instance, a person might think of themselves as part of the climate movement 
because a typical member takes part in climate justice protests and so do they. 
Another person might see themselves as somewhat affiliated with the climate 
movement simply because they like a similar style of clothing to what is worn 
by typical members of that group29.

So, when communicating with someone who already has a lot in common 
with a typical member of a given group, it can be helpful to emphasize these 
commonalities even more. For example, when selecting a group member to wel-
come newcomers to an organization, it might be beneficial to choose a member 
who has something in common with the newcomers and not always just a leader 
or representative, though these positions have their own significance.

Group members in leadership and representative     
roles are who outsiders look to as defining the typical 

group member.

The individuals in these roles often represent what a typical group member 
is or should be. If a leader shares characteristics with the people their group 
wants to mobilize for climate action, this can form the basis for social identifi-
cation. In fact, research has shown that what makes a leader motivating is the 
extent to which they (1) are perceived as being a typical group member, and 
(2) create a we-​feeling by demonstrating that they identify with the group.30
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Furthermore, leaders have the potential to act as role models, showing 
those with similar characteristics what it means to be a member of their group.31 
For instance, surveys from the climate strike mass demonstrations in Germany 
in 2019 suggest Greta Thunberg was a role model for other young women. When 
asked why they came to the demonstrations, young women cited Greta and her 
impact as particularly influential in their decision to participate, while young 
men were less likely to do so.32

When speaking about the typical group member –​ the so-​called prototyp-
ical member within the climate movement –​ it seems relevant to take a look at 
what this person actually looks like. A review by Sara Vestergren and colleagues 
from the universities of Linköping and Sussex showed there are indeed certain 
typical characteristics associated with being an activist for social and/​or eco-
logical causes.33 On average, activists have a higher education, a job in a scien
tific, social, or creative field, and a lower income; they have fewer marriages 
and more divorces, fewer children, and more stress in relationships outside their 
activism.33 They typically have higher self-​esteem, greater wellbeing, and fewer 
personal worries, but they also report more burnout, possibly due to their choice 
of work. Participants in Fridays for Future, for example, tend to be left-​wing and 
come from households with more books, something that can be seen as an indi-
cator of a person’s socio-​economic background.10

The kind of people that are easily mobilized for the climate movement 
are likely to have these traits. So, the question is, do you recognize any of these 
characteristics in yourself?

Alongside these characteristics, however, are the stereotypes people hold 
about environmentalists. Over two qualitative studies, researchers compiled a 
list of the words Americans most often associated with environmentalists.34,35 
From the positive to the negative, here they are for you:

Cares about the environment, altruistic, self-​
sacrificing, educated, determined, intelligent, helpful, 

vegetarian, liberal, drug user, hippie, hairy, unhygienic, 
unfashionable, over-​reactive, eccentric, stubborn, self-​
righteous, stupid, extreme, aggressive, and militant.

Which of these traits do you identify with this time?
These are “only” stereotypes and thus do not necessarily represent the real 

world. However, they are important as they determine whether people see com-
monalities with certain groups or do not want to be associated with them.36 For 
example, a person might think they’re not part of the group of climate activists 
because they perceive the typical climate activist as more hardcore than they are. 
Or maybe they don’t want to be associated with this category for fear of what 
their friends might think. The former was precisely the case found in qualita-
tive interviews of bird watchers, who did not identify with the environmental 
activist group due to the negative stereotypes associated with that group.37
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Unpublished work by Robert Gruber and colleagues from the University 
of Kaiserslautern-​Landau further suggests that some people choose to identify 
less with people who dress in a way they consider typical of climate activists –​ 
using multi-​colored fabrics, abstract patterns, and coarse textures.38 Moreover, 
how climate activists are perceived affects the influence they can have. A study 
revealed that people were less likely to take private climate action if it was 
advocated by a prototypical activist.34 Conversely, a less prototypical environ
mental activist was less associated with negative stereotypes and thus able to 
be more convincing.

These findings show that when speaking to an audience that does not 
engage in protest activity, in addition to highlighting a common fate, it may be 
useful to portray the climate action group as diverse –​ to highlight that the group 
engages in a variety of forms of collective climate action and includes members 
with varying characteristics. This can be reflected in campaign photos, in the 
way people talk about their own climate action, or in who is chosen to speak at 
a protest.

Loosening the typical view people have of environmental activists might 
make it easier for more people to see themselves engaging in environmental 
action. Given the abundance of stereotypes of activists and in particular the 
negative ones, it may be advisable not to refer to group members as climate 
activists when hoping to involve those who just might believe some of these 
stereotypes.

In addition to structural causes and agenda setting, perceived similarity is 
probably also a reason why, in Europe at least, Fridays for Future has remained 
a movement of predominantly White, educated, middle-​class people39. Other 
movements have already shown that advocates from marginalized communities 
can be a powerful force for mobilizing protest participation in their respective 
communities.40,41

Additionally, it may also be a good idea to break down some of the stereo-
types of environmentalists in order to make climate action groups more attractive 
to outsiders. One strategy for doing this is called positive contact,42 which involves 
talking to people and showing them what members of the climate movement 
are really like. An example of this is when anti-​coal activists in Germany started 
working closely with those most affected by the industry: the people living in 
the villages set to be destroyed for lignite mining. Climate activists and people 
from such rural villages likely come from disparate social groups, have been 
socialized differently, value different things, and live drastically different lives. 
While these differences may have contributed to some initial skepticism, it did 
not take long for most villagers to adjust their views. They probably came to 
the conclusion that though these activists might be a little strange, more impor
tantly, they’re friendly, competent, and hardworking allies in the fight ahead. 
After a while, people from both groups, the villagers and the activists, worked 
closely together, and it became less obvious that they came from different walks 
of life.
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Box 2.3:  The bottom line

Climate action groups need to let people discover that they have some-
thing in common to foster social identification. This can be facilitated by 
highlighting common fates, presenting a prototypical group member who 
is relatable to the audience they want to reach, and critically reflecting on 
and breaking down pre-​existing stereotypes. A leader can play a key role in 
motivating others by presenting as someone who highly identifies with the 
group and is a prototypical group member.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 2: Linking with pre-​existing group identities

The fact that identifying with a climate action group like Fridays for Future is 
such a powerful motivation for collective action might lead one to believe that 
an effective strategy for promoting the fight for climate justice is simply to show 
people that they belong to such a group. While this may be a promising strategy 
for people who are already somewhat inclined towards socio-ecological change, 
large parts of society will not easily begin to see themselves as part of a group 
that is, in its essence, defined by protecting the climate.

One strategy for dealing with this and mobilizing people for climate action 
is to link their pre-​existing group identities to the fight against the climate crisis, 
and to show them that the prevailing norms of the groups they’re already part 
of (their neighborhood, their sports club, being a parent) are in line with it. For 
example, Parents for Future focuses specifically on bringing together parents 
and linking this group identity to climate action. Fridays for Future consists 
of numerous subgroups, such as Entrepreneurs for Future, Scientists for Future, 
Churches for Future, Engineers for Future, Teachers for Future, Grandparents for 
Future, Artists for Future, and Psychologists for Future, to name just a few. Indeed, 
one of the success factors of Fridays for Future may well be that it has been able to 
form subgroups linked to existing social groups.43

There are several approaches to linking pre-​existing group identities to the 
fight against the climate crisis, but for now let’s take a look at three of them.

Using value-​based communication

One approach for developing the link between pre-​existing group identities 
and the fight against the climate crisis is through value-​based communication. 
This approach involves linking climate action to the goals, beliefs, and values 
that characterize particular societal groups. Kristin Hurst and Marc Stern 
from the Department of Forest Resources and Environmental Conservation 
in Virginia tested this approach by comparing two messages advocating 
clean energy and a transition away from fossil fuels in the US.44 Half of their 
study participants received a message that focused on five universal moral 
foundations that together are considered relevant to the conservative group 
identity (sanctity, authority, loyalty, care, and fairness), while the other half 
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received a message that focused on only two of these moral foundations and 
that are typically important to the liberal group identity (care, fairness). The 
message featuring all five morals led to higher support for renewable energy 
among conservatives than the other message. For liberals, though, both 
messages were equally effective. These findings indicate that if the aim is to 
mobilize people from a particular social group, it can under certain conditions 
be important to tailor messages to their already existing social identities and 
norms. For conservative target groups, this could mean looking for overlaps 
between the climate cause and the causes conservatives already value. This 
way, it might be possible to show people from diverse political backgrounds 
that tackling the climate crisis is an important part of what they already 
stand for.

If you’re looking to better understand what makes people from a particular 
group tick, there is a range of helpful material out there focused on value-​based 
climate communication. Two of our Author Team’s favorites are from Climate 
Outreach: Britain Talks Climate and Übers Klima Reden [Talking climate]45,46.

Box 2.4:  Info point –​ Climate Outreach

Climate Outreach is a British non-​profit organization that focuses on public 
engagement with climate change. Through research, advice, workshops, 
and training, they help organizations develop new and inspiring climate 
stories. Feel free to check them out!

Employing block leaders

Another approach for linking pre-​existing group identities to the fight against 
the climate crisis is to employ representatives from target groups. This approach 
is known as the block leader approach.6 Research by Tracy Schultz and Kelly 
Fielding from the University of Queensland showed that community members 
were more likely to accept recycled drinking water when the information on this 
issue was provided by a scientist from the same region as community members 
as opposed to an outsider scientist.47 This research shows that climate groups 
may invite representatives from their target group as these are more effective 
in disseminating climate messaging given their perceived credibility and trust-
worthiness stemming from a shared identity.6

In terms of collective resources, this strategy illustrates that when it comes 
to trying to convince people of the urgency of the climate crisis,

it may be more efficient to win over one person from 
a target group with a strong influence on other group 

members rather than trying to convince each member of 
the target group individually.
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Identifying an overarching group

Another approach for linking pre-​existing group identities to the fight against the 
climate crisis could be to identify an overarching group6. Particularly in contexts 
where identities are polarized into us-​versus-​them mentalities, this strategy could 
be useful in building common ground.

In a study illustrating this usefulness, a watershed council was established 
and included as members stakeholders with varying, sometimes competing, 
views.48 Despite their individual differences, their common identity as part of an 
institutionalized council provided the basis for developing joint recommendations 
for water use in the area. From this, we can take the idea that it may be worth-
while to involve stakeholders from groups that initially appear to be opposed to 
climate action in processes where they can have a voice and are encouraged to 
find common ground with others who identify with climate action groups. Good 
facilitation and institutionalization of these sorts of meetings is key.

The overarching group approach often resonates with people involved 
in the climate movement because they want everyone to feel affected and be 
involved, as the climate crisis is a global challenge. These people often highlight 
identification with all humanity, a special kind of social identification that has 
been associated with climate action49. Indeed, several studies have shown that 
people who identify more strongly with all humanity are more supportive of the 
environmental movement and donate more to environmental organizations.50–52

Box 2.5:  The bottom line

People’s pre-​existing group identities can be leveraged to mobilize them 
for climate action. One way to achieve this is to draw on people’s existing 
groups and show them that what these groups stand for is already in line 
with climate action. Finding representatives of these groups who are on 
board with promoting climate action seems to be a particularly promising 
strategy. There is also the possibility of identifying an overarching group.

Box 2.6:  Note –​ The debate over how to use 
group identities

This section has shown that there is no one right way of making use of social 
identification and social norms but that doing so can help engage people 
that climate action groups might not otherwise reach. Emphasizing a spe-
cific group identity can also have the side effect of reinforcing this iden-
tity. In fact, there is an ongoing debate in social psychology as to whether 
interventions should build on national identification, which is still among 
the most relevant identities in most countries, or only focus on broader and 
more inclusive identities. Whatever the strategy, it is important to keep in 
mind that the messages we put out into the world may be self-​perpetuating.
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Focus 1 –​ Strategy 3: Redefining group norms

One way people can find commonalities with climate action groups is to estab-
lish action-​promoting social norms within their social groups. Whether it’s 
a neighborhood, a university, or a workplace, if we start perceiving action-​
promoting norms within our group and start seeing other members supporting 
and engaging in collective action, we are more likely to also see ourselves as part 
of a climate action group. The strategy here is to actively redefine group norms.

An example of this strategy in action is Greta Thunberg’s early public 
appearances in 2018 and 2019. Through these appearances, Greta established 
a new action-​promoting norm among young people by repeatedly pointing 
out that “we, the young people, have to act now”53 (ought norm). She made it 
clear that young people must put pressure on politicians to make the necessary 
changes.54 In doing so, she defined young people as a climate action group. At the 
same time, she participated in the protests every Friday (descriptive norm). Not 
all young people, of course, but a significant portion of them have since adopted 
the action-​promoting norm that was communicated by Greta.

Here are three of the most effective approaches to communicating social 
norms.55

Highlighting an ought norm

One such approach is to establish an ought norm and define what the group 
stands for. For example, the no fly climate sci community consists of scientists 
who “feel a need to ramp down unnecessary fossil fuel use” (ought norm) and 
avoid flying.56

Highlighting a descriptive norm

Another option is to highlight a descriptive norm, but only if that norm clearly 
shows that the majority of the group’s members have already taken up action 
against the climate crisis. For instance, “60% of the people in our community 
have participated in the climate strike”. However, it will often be quite difficult 
to find these “majority” messages when it comes to collective climate action.

Highlighting a positive trend

The often more appropriate approach to communicating social norms is to  
highlight a positive trend, such as the increasing number of people taking cli-
mate action. This approach is important as some trends might otherwise go  
unnoticed. An example of this approach at work can be seen in a campaign  
run in eastern Australia in 2022. Following one of the country’s worst recorded  
floods and a national election in the same year, numerous homes started bearing  
CLIMATE ACTION NOW signs (see Image 2.1). These signs clearly showed the  
action-​promoting norm that there was a majority, or at least a growing number,  
of people in these neighborhoods who cared about, and would presumably vote  
for, stricter climate policies. The realization that many of our neighbors (members  
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of the same group) are in favor of climate action can have a strong impact on our  
perception of our neighborhood as a climate action group, in the sense that “we  
as a community stand for climate action”.

Box 2.7:  The bottom line

One way people can feel they are part of a climate action group is to estab-
lish action-​promoting norms within their social groups and highlight how 
their group has (increasingly) become involved in climate action, whether 
that group is a neighborhood, local bird watching club, or football team. 
As norms and norm trends often go unnoticed, highlighting them is a key 
strategy for changing people’s understanding of what it means to be a 
group member and promoting their motivation for action.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 4: Creating a shared group identity

The previously introduced strategies have been largely built on climate action 
groups or groups not (yet) related to the fight against the climate crisis. Yet, every 
long-​term social movement probably includes the constant formation of new 
cross-​cutting groups with the emergence of new climate-​related problems that 
need solutions. Here, it becomes crucial to build a group identity that is shared.

We need to know how others think about and experience our shared 
reality in order to arrive at a shared understanding of what we as a group stand 
for.57 There are two approaches for developing this kind of shared group iden
tity: through interaction and through shared experiences.

Image 2.1:  Campaign “Climate Action Now” in Australia (2022). 
Photo by Conservation Council ACT Region
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Seeking interaction

Historically, social movements such as Fridays for Future have often originated 
in spaces where people interact and engage in constructive dialogue with one 
another; for example, at universities and schools58. Movements also develop 
at sit-​in areas and protest camps, such as New York’s Zuccotti Park, which 
became the staging ground for the Occupy movement59. Assemblies in Istanbul’s 
Taksim Gezi Park played a role in the formation of the protest movement against 
worsening authoritarianism in Turkey,60 and the German anti-​coal movement 
originated in camps, sit-​ins, and protest sites in and around forests and villages 
set to be destroyed for open-​cast lignite mining.61

Research by Emma Thomas and colleagues of the universities of 
Murdoch, Western Sydney, and St Andrews offers a clear account of the power 
of personal interaction in forming new group identities.62 In their experiment, 
Thomas and colleagues provided participants with information on the Water 
for Life movement, a movement that aims to provide clean water to people 
living in the Global South. It was then ensured that all participants supported 
the movement’s mission. After that, half of the participants were instructed 
to work on their own at developing strategies for promoting this movement. 
The other half was instructed to do the same but work in small groups of three 
to five.

It turned out that, compared to doing the task alone, discussing it with 
others boosted people’s identification with other supporters of the movement 
and, in turn, their commitment to participating in collective action. It seems 
that finding a shared understanding of how society should change and working 
on strategies to implement this change is an important step in building iden-
tities.57 Intriguingly, group discussion seems to be especially relevant when 
one wants to motivate people for more non-​normative action, such as civil 
disobedience.63

One takeaway from this study is that in order to promote a shared group 
identity based on action-​promoting norms, it may be beneficial to organize 
events or create permanent spaces where people can engage in constructive dia-
logue on climate politics.

If the formation of a climate action group is perceived 
as a bottom-​up process, this can strengthen people’s 

identification with that group and their motivation for 
collective climate action.64

In the context of the energy transition, bottom-​up formation by citizens can 
even motivate outsiders to join and support energy cooperatives.65–​67 However, 
bringing people together to strengthen their perception of themselves as a cli-
mate action group probably only makes sense if participants are able to engage 
constructively with each other and, as a result, are able to find common ground 
on climate action. There are two possible approaches for ensuring this. One is to 
bring people together who are already somewhat like-​minded and able to deal 
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with their differences in a constructive manner; for example, at camps for cli-
mate action or movement conferences. The other approach is to ensure that the 
interaction remains constructive by facilitating the discussion; for example, in 
facilitated citizens’ assemblies.

Having shared experiences

Another way to build and expand a shared or even overarching group identity 
is to engage in a mutual experience with people from diverging groups. Such an 
experience can be the catalyst needed for individuals to form a bond with one 
another, even if they previously saw themselves as part of separate groups.

This is illustrated by the work of John Drury and Steve Reicher from  
the universities of Sussex and St Andrews, who published several qualitative 
studies in which people developed a shared group identity by participating in 
protests together.68 In one of their studies, two groups, locals and environmental 
activists, protested against the construction of a road in a UK town.69 Though the 
locals and the environmental activists had initially been separated by different 
levels of involvement, the police didn’t discriminate between the two groups, 
identifying them as one overarching group.

And, vice versa, the overarching group had found a shared opponent in the 
police. As some of the police actions were perceived as illegitimate, the crowd 
united around their joint opposition to the police and the authorities behind 
them. Thus, a new us-​versus-​them mentality emerged. Moreover, being treated 
as radicals led to the emergence of more radical action-​promoting norms within 
the group, even among those who initially saw themselves as moderates. (For an 
illustrative example of this, check out Box 2.9.)

Box 2.8:  The bottom line

Building and expanding a shared group identity can be supported using 
two approaches: (1) creating spaces for people to interact constructively and 
strategize together about how to tackle the climate crisis and (2) bringing 
different groups together in shared (protest) experiences.

Box 2.9:  Food for thought –​ How do peaceful 
protests escalate?

An illustrative, non-​climate related example of how a peaceful protest 
escalated is the London Poll Tax Riots of 1990.

To analyze how these riots had occurred, researchers Clifford Stott 
and John Drury from the universities of Abertay and Sussex gathered field 
notes, video data, participant interviews, written accounts, and even police 
material and interviews.70 Here’s what they determined had happened.
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On March 31, 1990, a group of people organized a peaceful demon-
stration to protest a controversial taxation system that would have dispro-
portionately affected low-​income people. One interviewee said, “A vote 
was taken as a statement of intent that demonstrators wanted a peaceful 
march. It looked as though every hand in the park was raised.”70 Although 
all participants protested the poll tax, at this stage, they were not yet a 
unified crowd. Though the clear majority engaged in peaceful protest, 
there was also a confrontational minority of crowd members who threw 
objects in the direction of the police. Most of the protesters distanced them-
selves from the confrontational minority.

After a while, some of the demonstrators started a sit-​down protest, 
which was perceived as non-​violent and legitimate by fellow protesters. 
One protester was quoted as saying,

The only slight confrontation was when I got to Downing Street 
where people had just started doing a sit-​down protest. Once every 
10 minutes, like, an empty beer can would like clatter and, in fact, 
reach the pavement sort of 10 feet in front of the police. There was no 
real threat to public order, or anything like that. 70

The police, however, viewed the situation differently.
The slight confrontations and the sit-​down were indeed perceived 

as a threat to public order, as well as illegitimate. Moreover, the confron-
tational minority was viewed as representative of the crowd. This dis-
parate understanding of the situation led the police to intervene. Since they 
considered the situation dangerous, they started using force to push the 
protesters towards Trafalgar Square. In doing so, they not only targeted the 
minority but the crowd as a whole. Said one protester,

They [the police] were just hitting everybody and just being so violent 
towards everybody. I think the thing that struck me most was that 
there were people who weren’t there for trouble, who were just there 
for the cause, getting beaten.70

It was at this moment that the conflict fully escalated.
The police’s use of force changed the dynamic of the crowd. Since 

the police acted against everyone, their action was perceived as unjust. 
This collective experience of indiscriminate police brutality unified the 
protesters. Suddenly, they shared a new group identity and a new shared 
opponent: the police. One protester recollected, “When we were faced 
by the police, all the way through people were shouting ‘you bastards’. 
The whole crowd was with each other. Everyone was outraged and were 
together in a certain feeling and together in what they did.”70

Moreover, the group that was formerly the confrontational minority  
became an influential part of the group, leading to shifting social norms.  
Self-​defense against the police was now perceived as legitimate. The  
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unified participants also shared a sense of efficacy among their group, with  
one such participant saying, “The crowd went forward, because there was  
so many people and there was quite a strong feeling of power being in such  
a big group”.70 In turn, the growing resistance of the protesters confirmed  
the police’s previously unjustified perceptions, leading to escalation on  
both sides. According to one protester:

The crowd, […] retaliated throwing sticks, banner poles, bottles –​ 
anything they could find. Young people, armed only with placards 
fought hand to hand with police. Some demonstrators were battened 
down with truncheons, others had riot shields thrust into their faces.71

By the end, the conflict had involved up to 5,000 people and included 
looting and property destruction by the crowd.

What can we learn from this event? Based on their research, Stott and 
Drury proposed that two conditions are needed for protests to escalate: first, 
there must be at least two groups with differing understandings of the situ-
ation and its legitimacy; second, there needs to be an unequal distribution 
of power, such as typically seen between police and protesters.70 The escal
ation process is summarized in Table 2.2. However, the researchers also 
emphasized that this is but one typical pattern of escalation and therefore 
does not necessarily always emerge.

It may not come as a surprise to seasoned activists that police behavior 
plays a major role in the escalation of protests. Yet, it remains an important 
lesson for people who have only limited experience with demonstrations, 
as participants should be aware of the possibility of encountering violence, 
even if they don’t initiate it.

If a group is planning a protest or any non-​normative 
collective action, it’s essential to prepare participants 

for the fact that situations of conflict may easily escalate 
under certain conditions.

Table 2.2:  Typical escalation pattern of a protest

Phase Protesters Police

1.	Initially 
peaceful   
protest

Majority engages in 
peaceful protest, a confron-
tational minority exists

Police perceive confrontational 
minority as representative and the 
protest as illegitimate

2.	Start of   
conflict

Protesters perceive police 
action as illegitimate

Police act against the crowd as a 
whole

3.	Protest   
escalates

Protesters become unified 
and defense action is 
perceived as legitimate

Escalation confirms police 
perceptions and encourages fur-
ther riot tactics, causing further 
escalation
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As seen in this study, such escalation can indeed have the posi-
tive effect of altering people’s social identification and creating a shared 
group. However, escalation is probably not the aim of many climate 
action groups. If a group wants to avoid escalation, it may therefore help 
to conduct action training, teach de-​escalating forms of communication, 
and publish and advocate a clear action consensus before and during a 
demonstration.

Focus 2: Creating climate action groups that meet 
people’s needs

Our ability to identify with a group requires more than just perceiving ourselves 
as affiliated with that group. We also need emotional attachment, combined with 
motivation to consider ourselves a member of a group. The extent to which being 
or becoming a member of a group meets our psychological needs determines 
how motivated we are to identify with that group.72,73

Needs are our most fundamental source of motivation; satisfying our needs 
is what directs our thoughts and actions. Thus, needs are not merely desires 
but rather “high-​quality” motivators. Satisfying our basic psychological needs 
is crucial for our wellbeing, and when we cannot fulfil them, we feel uncomfort-
able or stressed.74,75

The strategies of Focus 2 will concentrate on four primary needs: the need 
for belonging, the need for high self-​esteem, the need for meaning in life, and 
the need for control (see Figure 2.1). Within the field of social identity research, 
these needs have been repeatedly described as part of one framework and 
empirically tested in their relation to social identification.74,76–​78 The need for 
belonging is portrayed as overarching because it is considered our most basic 
social need74.

The same reasoning applies to the people we may want to motivate to take  
collective climate action. The more a climate action group meets the needs of  

Figure 2.1:  Overview of the four basic psychological needs capable of fostering 
social identification, adapted from Katharine Greenaway and colleagues from 
the University of Queensland74
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its members, the more they will identify with it. And, the more a climate action  
group is perceived by interested non-​members as meeting people’s needs, the  
more they will want to identify with it. When writing about the four strategies  
within this section, we were faced with the fact that research on need satisfaction  
with respect to climate action groups remains scarce. To compensate for this,  
we’ve included many practical examples to illustrate various points.

Box 2.10:  Take action –​ Thought experiment

If you want to check your own motivation to be part of the climate 
movement, you can ask yourself, does the movement …

give me a sense of belonging?
help me build or maintain social relationships?
make me happy to be part of the movement?
make me feel good about myself?
bring my life meaning?
help me find purpose?
make me feel effective?
give me a sense of control in the face of an otherwise uncontrollable climate crisis?

If your answers to these questions are mostly yes, you are probably 
motivated to identify with the climate movement.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 1: Fostering a sense of belonging

Being motivated to belong to groups is the human default.79 The need for 
belonging, which is our need to establish and maintain stable relationships with 
others, is therefore considered our most basic social need.76

In the context of collective climate action and environmental action, both 
published research and our own unpublished studies show that feeling close, 
related, and connected to other people in one’s engagement relates to social iden-
tification and taking (protest) action.80,81 Therefore, if we want people to identify 
with a climate action group, they need to perceive that this group will give them 
a sense of belonging.

There are four primary approaches for fostering feelings of belonging:  
helping people bond with one another, cultivating solidarity, practicing a wel-
coming and benevolent group culture, and leaving room for fun activities. Let’s 
explore each of these approaches in more detail.

Helping people bond

The first approach for building a sense of belonging is to help people bond with 
one another. Research from climate and environmental fields shows that people 
tend to volunteer more if the activities offer social interaction, if they can meet 
new people, and if they volunteer with friends and can see familiar faces.81–​84 
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One study also found that people identified more strongly with Fridays for Future 
when they perceived that those important to them were also participating in 
these protests (descriptive norm) and approved of them (ought norm).10 Thus, 
climate action groups might be advised to sometimes leave the “efficiency mode” 
and focus on building real and lasting relationships between their members, in 
order to sustain their engagement.

This is nicely illustrated in a qualitative study by Anna Reznickova and 
Lydia Zepeda from the University of Wisconsin-​Madison, who interviewed 
interns and leaders of the Slow Food initiative at their university.85 This initia
tive organizes slow food events, like family dinners, runs a slow food café, and 
engages in outreach activity. In one interview, a member vividly describes their 
feelings of being part of the group and belonging to it:

“My freshman [1st] year was really difficult, and I was 
having trouble finding people that I really fit in with and 
had the same interests as me. And it was, I don’t know, 
something just about the people there [at the Slow Food 
initiative]. You sort of felt like you were part of like the 

big family.”85

Yet, this feeling may also be threatened when personal contact with other members 
becomes more difficult. As a matter of fact, the study found that the larger groups 
become, the more difficult it seems to uphold this feeling of belonging.85 This could 
mean that at some stage of the development of a climate action group it might be 
useful to form smaller subgroups, in which close bonds can still be possible.

A similar problem arose due to the COVID-​19 pandemic: many people 
dropped out of their climate action groups during this time of social distancing 
and banned group-​based gatherings. This may have led to an increased sense of 
feeling distanced from other group members and fewer opportunities to experi-
ence connection with others fighting for the same cause.

What can we learn from this? To motivate identification with climate action 
groups, we need spaces to forge bonds with other like-​minded people. This can be 
meeting regularly as a local group or less frequently at conferences or camps for 
climate action, beginning events with a “how are you today?” or ending sessions 
with a “what are you thankful for today?”. At Wandelwerk, we use a number of 
online question generators, which can be found in our reference list.86–​88

Cultivating solidarity

A second approach to creating a sense of belonging is to cultivate solidarity 
within climate action groups. Solidarity plays an important role in the formation 
and cohesion of social groups.89 To foster people’s sense of belonging to climate 
action groups, groups need to offer a community based on solidary principles.

A straightforward way to promote solidarity is to create permanent soli-
darity structures within the movement. One example of this can be seen with 
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the German aid organization Rote Hilfe [Red Aid], which supports left and 
progressive activists who find themselves in legal trouble. The organization is 
funded by subscriptions from its nearly 11,000 members. Over the years, Rote 
Hilfe has covered numerous legal fees, fines, and expenses for people fighting 
for climate justice in Germany. The organization even supports those who are 
not members themselves.

Another way to practice solidarity is to support others whose opportunities 
to participate are limited by marginalization, discrimination, or their daily 
responsibilities. For example, women and low-​income individuals are generally 
less active in energy communities. However, a report created by some of our 
research colleagues from the University of Groningen suggests that this is not, as 
is often assumed, due to a lack of motivation but rather to the fact that members 
of these two groups often feel unable to join energy communities at all.65 This 
may be owing to a lack of spare time, financial resources, or contact with existing 
members.

This last example shows us that one of the fundamental tasks for climate 
groups is to ensure that people feel welcome and able to participate regardless 
of their socio-​economic backgrounds. Providing childcare during group activ-
ities can enable parents to participate. If people with experiences of structural 
discrimination, be it on the basis of physical or mental health, sexual orientation, 
gender identity, ethnicity, or class, are to be part of climate groups, programs 
must be created that make this possible.

Current research indicates it could be useful for groups to create an 
empowering self-​concept that incorporates people from marginalized groups.90 
This may be done through including a statement on a group’s website or through 
critical reflection on their current practices; for example, whether meeting at a 
specific location may make people feel excluded due to its connection to aca-
demia (universities) or money constraints (cafés, bars).

Something every climate action group should reflect on is whether someone 
is being presented as their leader, and if so, what characteristics that person has. 
One study from another collective action area found that in groups led by indi-
viduals from high-​status backgrounds, such as White and male, individuals 
from more marginalized backgrounds felt somewhat discouraged from being 
actively engaged.91 This is why groups wanting to become more diverse should 
push for representatives from diverse backgrounds.

Overall, if we are to better represent our diverse 
societies, we need to make groups more accessible 
to those with less privilege and more demanding 

responsibilities.

Being welcoming

Yet another approach to promoting a sense of belonging in groups is to be  
respectful, generous, and welcoming (see the welcome sign in Image 2.2).51,92   
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This may sound trivial, but according to a review of Australian volunteer  
research, negative interactions with others are one of the main reasons people  
withdraw from volunteer organizations93. If people feel that others don’t want  
them there or appear indifferent to their being there, they won’t develop a sense  
of belonging. This is crucial given the fact that left-​wing groups are often not  
perceived as the most welcoming.

In their book Joyful Militancy, Carla Bergman and Nick Montgomery cite 
what they call rigid radicalism as the root cause of this problem.94 According 
to Bergman and Montogomery, rigid radicalism occurs when members try to 
conform to perceptions of a radical ideal; for example, in how they speak and 
behave. Such conforming starts as well-​intentioned attempts to create spaces 
less charged with structural violence. However, rigid enforcement of this con-
formity can lead people to focus on finding and exposing others’ flaws, rather 
than meeting people where they’re at, thereby breeding an insecure and exclu-
sive group culture. Bergman and Montgomery argue that rigid radicalism is one 
of the reasons why language and behavior in many left-​wing social movements 
are so intensely scrutinized, and why individuals who have not yet learned the 
rules are often excluded. The researchers note that this reduces people to what 
they have said or done in particular instances and leads to people being treated 
as mere symptoms of structural violence, rather than as the complex and ever-​
changing beings we all are.

It is important to note here that neither Bergman and Mongomery nor we 
as the Author Team are advocating against naming oppression and enforcing 

Image 2.2:  Land Squat and community garden in Heathrow, London UK (2014). 
Photo by Transition Heathrow (CC BY 2.0)
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clear boundaries. Beyond this, we suggest there should be a general willing-
ness to engage with differences in the group and to introduce newcomers to the 
group’s ideas and practices in a constructive and generous way. Or as Malcolm 
X put it, “Don’t be in such a hurry to condemn a person because he doesn’t do 
what you do, or think as you think or as fast. There was a time when you didn’t 
know what you know today.”95

A welcoming culture also means giving newcomers special attention, 
asking them what they like to do and how they imagine being involved, and 
including them in activities from the start. Two quotes from the Slow Food initia-
tive interviews illustrate this: “I remember going there and being invited to help 
cook right away”.85 Another participant said, “They give you a space to meet 
people in a way that’s not intimidating. […] If I’m chopping [food] next to 
somebody, it’s so much easier to engage them in conversation than if I’m sitting 
next to them on a bus.” The second quote mentioned here fits advice from an 
inspiring TED talk called “Activism needs introverts”96. In it, campaigner Sarah 
Corbett explains that it can be useful to once in a while plan events where poten-
tial newcomers who may be more introverted don’t have to directly engage 
in conversations but instead get to do something together, such as sorting 
vegetables. This way, they can decide whether to talk or listen, and they can feel 
more comfortable in the organization.

Having fun

A fourth very simple but relevant strategy is fun! In an unpublished study by 
our Author Team, we found that people involved in the movement for a socio-​
ecological transformation identified with their climate action group and the 
overall movement more when they perceived their engagement as fun.81 This 
research shows us how important it is for groups to consider what elements they 
can include in their meetings and events within or outside their climate work 
that their members would find enjoyable.

At Wandelwerk, for example, we try to include lots of energizers –​ casual 
movement games for activating people’s bodies and minds. One of our authors 
recalls that she once gave a workshop for a group that started to become fascinated 
with energizers. At first, she did not have that many energizers planned as the 
group was diverse in age, and their attitude towards energizers was unclear at 
the onset. Upon noticing people’s fascination, she changed her plans and started 
emphasizing these energizers, using them as tools for getting to know fellow 
group members. Enhancing feelings of belonging among group members in a 
fun way, rather than knowledge acquisition, seemed to be the group’s strongest 
need at that point. Wandelwerk also regularly organizes short outings to break 
the monotony of structured meetings. These provide opportunities for fun and 
rewarding shared experiences. This strategy of weaving fun events into group 
activities is helpful for creating resilient groups that people feel they want to 
belong to.
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Box 2.11:  The bottom line

If we want people to identify with climate action groups, we have to make 
sure these groups provide a sense of belonging. This involves fostering 
bond-​building among group members through events and friendships, 
cultivating solidarity (particularly with members from marginalized 
backgrounds), practicing a respectful, generous culture that is welcoming 
to newcomers, and actively promoting activities that are fun for all.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 2: Making members feel good about the group

Every one of us has a psychological need to maintain a generally positive self-​
image of ourselves.76 As depicted in Figure 2.1, we want to feel good about our
selves and have high self-​esteem. The need for high self-​esteem can also drive 
our identification with groups as we are motivated to identify with groups that 
provide a positive view of ourselves and to avoid groups that compromise our 
self-​esteem.3, 97–​101

Previous research on environmental and climate volunteers has found that 
the self-​esteem drawn from one’s volunteering is less important for collective cli-
mate action than having other needs met (such as their need for meaning).81,83,102   
Yet people’s self-​esteem as group members nevertheless seems central. If cli-
mate action groups want to enhance their members’ self-​esteem or if they want 
to appeal to new members, they can make use of several approaches such as 
showing them respect and highlighting climate action groups as valued parts of 
society.

Respecting members and groups

Our self-​esteem is influenced by our perception of our social standing and 
acceptance within our groups. It comes as no surprise that being treated as 
worthy and with respect by fellow group members increases a member’s iden-
tification with that group.103 Members of climate action groups would do well to 
find ways to explicitly focus on respecting and appreciating each other, such as 
by sending thank you notes to their members on certain occasions.

Identifying with a group often also means being glad, or even proud, to be 
a member of that group.104 In line with this, a wealth of research shows that the 
perceived social status of a group –​ the extent to which its members are respected 
and admired by others105 –​ is important for social identification. Climate action 
groups may therefore increase identification by highlighting that their group is 
valued within the wider climate movement. As this is true for all climate action 
groups, respect and appreciation between different groups fighting for the same 
cause seems crucial –​ even if their actions are based on different analyses and 
follow different strategies. Indeed, recent research on the societal impact of 
social movements suggests the climate movement benefits from having a diverse 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 



36    The Psychology of Collective Climate Action

range of groups using a diverse range of tactics106 –​ a good basis for mutual 
appreciation.

Showing respect and appreciation for each other as different climate action 
groups does not mean we have to agree with what other groups are doing. In fact, 
we, the authors, believe it is important to critically assess our various analyses, 
strategies, and tactics in order to work towards a common goal as a movement. 
The important point here is,

critique should be formulated in solidarity with other 
groups with the overarching goal of strengthening the 

movement as a whole.

What should be avoided at all costs is destructive criticism that ridicules 
certain groups for doing things differently. Recent examples of such destructive 
criticism can be seen in some of the reactions within the climate movement to 
the German climate action group Letzte Generation [Last Generation]. Similar to 
the group Just Stop Oil, Letzte Generation has engaged in blocking road traffic 
to fight for radical climate policy. In its early days, many people in the cli-
mate movement took issue with the group’s tactics. Some questioned whether 
blocking individual traffic was an effective way to fight for structural change. 
Others feared that the group’s confrontational tactics would backfire. While 
these are legitimate criticisms, they were often expressed not in a spirit of soli-
darity, but rather in a mocking way. Being on the receiving end of such destruc-
tive criticism is detrimental for the self-​esteem of a group’s members. Why 
should someone identify with a climate action group that is seen as naive or 
reckless?

Such criticism is not rare, and the Letzte Generation is not the only climate 
action group that was recently confronted with it. An excerpt from an email sent 
around a public distribution list for the German climate movement in August 
2022 spoke of the destructive criticism being faced by Extinction Rebellion (XR):

nevertheless there is always such a bad feeling. XR people who come back 
to the XR spaces after action days or after camps for climate action tell 
of ‘FUCK XR’ notes in the toilet, people were cut, eyes rolled. After the 
Justice Now action days last autumn in Berlin, I got feedback from one 
person that it was perceived as unpleasant that ‘so many XR people’ were 
running around. As if ‘XR wanted to hijack or take over the whole space’. 
Of course that was just one person. I found myself ashamed afterwards to 
see so many familiar XR faces at Justice Now. How fucked up is that?

[translated from the original German by the Author Team]

The main point is: a lack of acceptance and being on the receiving end of destruc-
tive criticism from those fighting for the same cause crushes the self-​esteem 
of group members. As a consequence, it weakens people’s identification with 
their climate action group, discourages others from joining, and perhaps even 
weakens other groups within the movement.
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Highlighting groups as valued parts of society

At a societal level, people’s willingness to identify with climate action groups 
is likely to depend on the social standing of climate groups. To promote identi-
fication, groups could therefore highlight that social movements are a valuable 
and accepted part of our society. It is often forgotten that, throughout history, 
social movements have always been crucial for progress, whether it be polit-
ical, economic, or cultural issues107–​109. In their time, all of these movements 
were met with resistance.110,111 Today, however, most people would agree that 
it was, for example, worth fighting for better working conditions, for women’s 
right to vote, for the inclusion of disabled people, and for civil rights. Placing 
the current climate movement in a cohort of other social movements that have 
improved our societies can help climate action groups better communicate 
their value.

The societal value of the climate movement can further be highlighted 
by drawing attention to members who are admired or highly accepted in 
our societies, such as physicians or scientists, cultural or religious leaders, 
as well as celebrities from sports or pop culture.112 There is evidence that 
these admired people can raise concern about the climate crisis even among 
groups that are somewhat opposed to climate action, such as conservatives in 
the US.113 Whilst their effect on identification with climate action groups has 
not yet been explored, there is reason to believe that when highly respected 
people show they are part of a climate action group, their credibility rubs off 
on that group.

Box 2.12:  The bottom line

One of the foundations of social identification is our psychological need to 
maintain a reasonable level of self-​esteem –​ something that climate action 
groups can provide by promoting a culture of respect and appreciation 
within their own group and between groups of the same movement. It 
can also be useful to show that climate action groups are a valued part of 
society, by putting them in a cohort with past respected movements, or by 
drawing attention to members who are admired in society.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 3: Helping to establish clear meaning and purpose

As human beings, we have an innate drive to make sense of ourselves and our 
(social) environment. We desire clarity about who we are, how we should behave, 
and what we should think about the world. This is why a highly relevant need is 
the need for a clear meaning in life,114 as shown in Figure 2.1. Fulfillment of this 
need minimizes our own uncertainties, guides and affirms us in our thoughts, 
feelings, and actions, and helps us identify with groups through which we can 
find purpose in life.115
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Indeed, both a study run in the U.S. and a study run in Germany found 
that individuals involved in the environmental and climate movement are most 
motivated to volunteer their time for climate action groups when they derive 
meaning in life from their involvement.81,102 This particular need for meaning 
trumped all other needs tested in these studies, and therefore appears to be most 
essential for collective climate action.

Groups can help us create clear meaning because identifying as a group 
member provides us with shared meaning, guidance, and affirmation. There are 
three approaches for doing this: making groups distinguishable, clarifying what 
a climate action group stands for, and helping to find (new) meaning.

Making groups distinguishable

The first of these approaches, making groups distinguishable, means ensuring 
a given group is perceived as distinct and group members share relevant 
characteristics.116,117 Experimental research has shown that the use of symbols in 
groups strengthens people’s perception that that group has a cohesive, shared 
meaning.118 Findings like these point to the importance of having a clear public 
identity as a climate action group, including a name, a logo, and perhaps even a 
distinctive look.

The use of symbols can transform even a diverse and 
otherwise loosely connected collection of individuals 

into a distinguishable group.

An example of the power of symbols is the anti-​nuclear logo widely known  
as the “Smiling Sun”, which bears the slogan “Nuclear Power? No thanks” and  
can be seen in Image 2.3. The final version of the logo was designed by Anne  

Image 2.3:  The Smiling Sun logo. 
Image by Anne Lund, SmilingSun-​Shop, 1975 (GFDL)
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Lund in 1975 in Aarhus, Denmark. Lund wanted a logo that would represent as  
many people as possible who were against nuclear power, or, as she put it, “a  
badge that a middle-​aged woman would wear on her trench coat”.119 The logo  
quickly became an iconic representation of the anti-​nuclear movement world-
wide120 and is still widely used today. Seeing the logo on people from all walks  
of life probably helped to make the anti-​nuclear group recognizable and to turn  
it into a meaningful environmental action group.

Clarifying what a group stands for

Clarifying what a climate action group stands for can be another lever for cre-
ating shared meaning. Reducing uncertainty through meaningful social identi-
fication and norms works best when what defines a group and its members is 
“simple, clear, unambiguous, focused” and agreed upon.121,122

Box 2.13:  Take action –​ Group project

You might be wondering how your climate action group can come to a 
clear and agreed-​upon identity. Well, one way to find clarity and common 
ground is to define what you stand for through a participatory process of 
self-​constitution. You can think of this process as like writing and revising an 
organizational mission statement.123 It defines the purpose of your group’s 
“us” and gives people a range of options to find their own individual place 
within this shared identity. The idea here is to put more effort into defining 
what you stand for as a climate action group, to help members find their 
own individual clarity about what it means to be a member of the group.

It is important to note that such shared identities should not be mis-
taken for a call for uniformity. We as humans want to identify with groups 
but also maintain distinct roles within these groups and to express our-
selves freely. This is why people often prefer to identify with groups that 
welcome this kind of diversity.124

One real-​life example of successful self-​constitution can be seen in the 
creation of an action consensus for mass civil disobedience within Germany’s 
Ende Gelände. Ende Gelände is an alliance of many independent climate justice 
groups, affinity groups, and individual activists. Before any action is taken by 
these groups, plenary sessions are held to collectively establish common norms 
in order to form a clear action consensus for all who wish to participate.125 
This action consensus states what “we as Ende Gelände” stand for and what 
participants should and should not do as part of the group actions.

Regarding action taken in protest of coal mines run by the energy company 
RWE, one such action consensus stated,

we will block and occupy infrastructure that fuels the climate crisis and 
perpetuates neocolonial relations of exploitation with our bodies. […] 
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Our action will present an image of diversity, creativity and openness. 
Our action is not directed against the workers inside. The safety of all 
participants is our priority.125

Helping to find (new) meaning

Finding and pursuing a purpose in life can lead to the provision of a self-​
sustaining source of meaning.126 Having purpose is like having a compass –​ with 
a clear goal, our purpose provides us with a sense of direction for how to get 
there.127

In order to promote identification, groups could offer spaces for their 
members to reflect together on the meaning climate action holds in their lives. 
For example, members could interview each other about the existential beliefs, 
values, and goals they pursue in their own work.128 This may help members to 
maintain sight of the purpose in their action as group members and, in the long 
run, sustain identification with their climate action group.

Though not focused on climate action, supplementary research has found 
that spirituality often provides people with a sense of purpose in life129. With 
that in mind, it may be helpful to have specific rituals in climate action groups 
as well. Outdoor events, for example, can provide members with the oppor-
tunity to reconnect with and explore nature, which also serves to soothe nega-
tive emotions130.

One example of helping people discover their meaning in life through 
their role in socio-​ecological change can be seen in the work of Iron & Earth. 
As a worker-​led non-​profit organization in Canada, Iron & Earth’s mission 
is to empower workers in the fossil fuel industry in their transition to the 
renewable energy sector. Their self-​presentation video represents a practical 
example of how to show people from a particular community that they have 
a purpose in socio-ecological change. It portrays the transformative journey 
of oil sands workers as they use their valuable skills to embrace renewable 
energy and become catalysts for change.131 In the video, viewers explore the 
workers’ life stories through short interviews and witness their adaptation, 
resilience, and determination. Overall, it shows fossil fuel workers the role 
they can play and the potential they have to find meaning in the transition to 
a net zero economy.

Box 2.14:  The bottom line

We are more likely to identify with climate action groups if they can give 
us a (joint) purpose in life. Therefore, groups should help people find their 
purpose in the challenges of socio-​ecological change and support them in 
finding their particular role in it. If groups have clear and agreed upon 
group norms –​ for example, written down in a vision and mission –​ and are 
clearly recognizable –​ for example, through group symbols –​ this can be a 
good foundation for fostering identification.
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Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4: Establishing a sense of control

Lastly, humans have an innate need for control, as shown in Figure 2.1. In order 
to take a closer look at this need, it can be useful to consider the need for efficacy 
and the need for autonomy separately, as these have been studied as independent 
needs in the well-​established self-​determination theory132. We are motivated to 
identify with groups that give us a sense of self-​efficacy within these groups. 
We also seek a sense of collective efficacy in order to be able to take impactful 
collective action.73 This means we want to perceive a clear relationship between 
what we do and what happens as a result of our actions.76 Interestingly, when 
our self-​efficacy is threatened, we tend to look for groups that are effective or 
perceive groups that we already belong to as more effective.133 Thereby, being 
part of an influential climate action group can give us a sense of collective con-
trol over what happens in the political arena.134 In fact, the need for efficacy and 
perceptions around it are so central to collective climate action that an entire 
chapter of this book has been dedicated to these topics (Chapter 5).

Next to this need for efficacy, people strive for a self-​determined life. Group 
members need to feel that they can autonomously determine their own actions 
without being told what to do. This is reflected in a wealth of research on need 
satisfaction.132 In establishing a group culture, autonomy-​supportive language 
(phrases with “can” or “could” instead of “must” or “should”), non-​hierarchical 
structures, and collective decision making may contribute to satisfying people’s 
need for autonomy.135

The following quotes85 –​ taken from a leader and an intern, respectively, of 
the Slow Food initiative mentioned in this section’s Focus 2 –​ Strategy 1 –​ illus-
trate that feelings of self-​determination can be integrated into a group culture 
and can have a profound impact on that group’s members and their experiences:

“The best part about it was working with the interns, 
and my particular leadership style was, ‘you’ve got 

an idea? Great, let’s run with it.’ And really allowing 
students to kind of go where they wanted and to really 

take ownership of their internship.”

“[The initiative] is kind of unique, where no one told 
us we could do whatever we wanted, but we kind of 
just did whatever we wanted. And so we were able to 

get any kind of experience that was needed and kind of 
make [...] the best out of it.”

Interestingly, these interviews from Reznickova and Zepeda also highlight how 
the different needs we’ve described thus far can be intertwined.85 For example, 
if we are able to pick our own tasks (need for autonomy), we are likely to choose 
tasks that we can perform successfully (need for efficacy) and that might give 
us a sense of purpose (need for meaning in life). Experiences of success can then 
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be amplified by sharing them with other group members (need for belonging), 
which may make us feel good about ourselves and our group (need for self-​
esteem). In turn, if we then feel close to other group members and trust them, 
a group culture can flourish in which members dare to design their own tasks 
(autonomy). Budding research indicates that the need for efficacy might be espe-
cially important during early stages of engagement, while the need for belonging 
becomes relevant later on.135,136

Box 2.15:  The bottom line

We want to be able to exert some degree of control over our social 
surroundings. So, we identify with groups in order to experience self-​     
efficacy and become influential as a collective actor. Within groups, making 
members feel competent and self-​determined in their actions is a key ingre-
dient for identification.

Box 2.16:  Note –​ The responsibility for 
functioning groups

In the view of the Author Team, the responsibility for functioning groups 
and communities and the application of the steps described in this section 
lie not only with the members of climate groups but also with governments, 
businesses, and other actors. For example, researchers (including those 
from our Author Team) argue that in order for people to play an active part 
in the energy transition, it is also governments’ responsibility to provide 
the structures and support to ensure that energy cooperatives can success-
fully form from the bottom up.67

DISCOVERING YOUR SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION

Throughout this book, you’ll notice we’ve included a few Take Action boxes –​ 
these tasks are meant to encourage you to reflect on what you’re reading and aid 
in your understanding of it.

If you’d like to expand on these tasks, try out the following exercise. You 
can use it to get an idea of which people and groups influence you, find out how 
much you identify with these groups, and investigate how well these groups 
meet your own needs. For this exercise, we recommend using a physical sheet of 
paper, or little badges, so that you can easily move them, though you’re welcome 
to try just envisioning one instead.
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Step 1: Getting an overview of your social groups and influences

1.	Start by writing your own name in the center of the page. If you fancy 
yourself an artist, feel free to draw a person wherever we say write a name, 
throughout this exercise.

2.	Around your name, write the names of the people who are relevant to 
you, such as your best friend. The closer you feel to a person, the nearer 
their name should be to yours. You can also choose people you spend a 
lot of time with even if you don’t necessarily feel close to them, such as 
your colleagues. Ten names should be sufficient here, but of course you can 
write down as many as you want.

3.	Circle specific groups. For example, you might form one group with your 
fellow climate action group members and another with your colleagues. 
From this you will be able to see which and how many groups you are part 
of. These can be groups that have been ascribed to you by others or the ones 
that you actually feel like you belong to.

Step 1 should already give you a good overview of which people and 
groups most likely make up your primary sphere of influence. Figure 2.2 
shows a fictional example of Step 1 that was created by a member of our 
Author Team:

Step 2: Reflecting on your groups
In this second step, make a list of the groups you identified in Step 1. We suggest 
starting with the one you’re most eager to reflect on. Note this may stir up some 
emotions that you may want to discuss with someone else afterwards. Thinking 
about this group, do your best to answer the following questions:

	• What are the social norms of this group?
	• How do people in this group typically act? (descriptive norm)
	• What do group members think about how people ought to behave? (ought norm)
	• Does this group meet your needs? Why or why not?
	• Do you feel you truly belong to and are welcome in this group?
	• Does this group make you feel good about yourself, raise your self-​esteem?
	• Does this group bring meaning to your life or help you find meaning?

Figure 2.2:  Example of Step 1
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	• Does this group give you a sense of efficacy, in that you feel competent and self-​
determined as a member, and impactful as a collective?

	• What do you like about how people treat each other within this group? What do 
you not like?

Analyzing these groups provides a straightforward way of leaving a posi-
tive handprint; it makes sense to reflect on what is missing from a group to help 
you to identify with them in the long run. If you noticed your needs aren’t being 
met, it is our hope as the Author Team that you find inspiration in the strategies 
mentioned in this chapter of how to (re)strengthen your identification.

You may have ended up doing some rather intense emotional work here. 
So, take a break, have a cookie, chat with a friend. And when you’re ready, we’ll 
see you in the next chapter, which delves into one of the primary reasons we join 
climate action groups in the first place –​ our moral beliefs.
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DEFINING MORAL BELIEFS

“I vividly remember standing at the edge of the coal 
pit close to Hambach Forest for the first time. Looking 

down into this massive hole larger than the size of Paris, 
I just got so angry. How could it be that coal mining –​ 

a highly destructive, polluting, and even inefficient 
way of producing energy –​ was given priority over the 

preservation of a precious ecosystem? For me, there was 
no doubt that this was fundamentally wrong. It needed 

to stop.”

Can you recall an experience that left you feeling similarly outraged? The 
account above details how the violation of an individual’s moral beliefs spurred 
them towards taking action as a member of the German climate action group 
Ende Gelände (pictured in Image 3.1). In climate action contexts, moral beliefs 
are everywhere. They are reflected in climate strikers’ loudly declared: “What 
do we want? Climate justice! When do we want it? Now!” Or when Vanessa 
Nakate, a climate activist from Uganda, writes that incorporating the element of 
justice requires recognizing the Global North’s moral responsibility to intensify 
its efforts to reduce emissions.1

It takes courage to become aware of and express your moral beliefs and the  
anger that may accompany them. Indeed, moral beliefs are key contributors in  

Image 3.1:  Activist looking out over the Hambach open-​cast mine during the 
Ende Gelände actions, Germany (2017). 
Photo by Pay Numrich (CC BY-​SA 2.0)
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what makes us act, making it important to take a deeper look at them in the con-
text of motivating collective climate action.

You’re most likely already familiar with the concept of personal beliefs –​ after 
all, we all have them. When it comes to our decisions in the produce aisle, for 
example, some of us may believe that organic foods should take priority, while 
others of us may believe opting for locally grown foods is what matters most.

For some of our personal beliefs, we have a strong opinion about what 
is right or wrong with no gray area in between. These are moral beliefs, 
characterized by a so-​called absolutist stance. To take another food-​related 
example, a vegan’s moral belief might be that eating animal products is fun-
damentally wrong, no matter the circumstances –​ there might be the feeling of 
a moral truth underlying the belief which is unreservedly non-​negotiable and 
transcends contexts and time2. This is why moral beliefs can feel so self-​evident 
that they’re beyond explanation. For example, if an individual who holds true 
the idea that unnecessary harm is wrong is asked “why is it wrong to harm a 
person who has not harmed you?”. For them, the answer might seem so obvious 
that all they can say in response is, “because it just is” –​ without truly answering 
the question.

Looking at the larger picture, our moral beliefs can be connected to different 
spheres and actors within the climate crisis. They can link to the climate crisis 
itself (Is climate protection a moral issue?), to you personally and others (Am 
I/​ is this person acting morally correct?),3 to groups and institutions (Is a group 
responsible for climate injustices?), or to collective climate action (Is a specific 
form of climate protest moral or immoral?).

Climate activists often report strong moral beliefs pertaining to these 
spheres and actors. In an interview study, one activist reacted to the state 
investing pension funds in fossil fuel companies as follows: “So the system is 
entirely wrong […], politicians, who have a responsibility for our common earth, 
so to speak, should act on the basis of the warning signals that are there”.4 While 
it’s plain to see that this activist has a clear idea of what is right and what is 
wrong, it’s important to bear in mind that we don’t all share the same moral 
beliefs. Indeed, the very same situation can be perceived as fundamentally wrong 
by one person and as completely unproblematic by another. The politicians who 
made the decision to invest pension funds in fossil fuel companies might not 
have seen anything wrong in doing so, perhaps because, for them, the moral 
priority lies not in divesting from fossil fuels but in ensuring elderly people have 
the funds needed for a healthy retirement.

When it comes to undertaking the difficult task of understanding the moral 
beliefs of others, looking at people’s core values can be a first step.

Core values

Our core values represent what is important to us in life,5 and our moral beliefs 
can motivate us to promote or protect these values in concrete situations. Acting 
as guiding principles for how we choose to act, our core values can often take 
the form of rather abstract goals we are striving for, such as wanting to protect 
nature.
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Researchers have long studied the concept of values. One such researcher,  
Shalom Schwartz from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, developed the Theory  
of Basic Values, which has since become one of the most prominent frameworks for  
assessing values.6 After analyzing data from 20 different countries, Schwartz and  
his research team came up with a set of 10 distinct core values that are important  
across cultures and contexts. They recognized that individuals within those  
contexts may have values that differ, of course. These ten values are represented  
as a value wheel in Figure 3.1.

How we prioritize these values in our lives is different for each of us. Some 
of these values and how they interconnect, as well as related goals, are explored 
in further detail in the following sections, along with examples of how they can 
be used in climate communication.

Values that go beyond our personal selves

Some of us may prioritize values that transcend our personal selves. For instance, 
we might be guided by values of universalism as the desire for a healthy nature 
as well as tolerance towards all people and justice for all (see Figure 3.1).7 Many of 
those who are active in the climate movement or act in environmentally-​friendly 
ways embrace these universalistic values.8–​12 As core values are often reflected 
in the mottos and mission statements of climate action groups, we can often 
learn about the goals of a group by looking at these elements. Take, for example, 
the group Friends of the Earth, who define themselves as being “a bold voice for 
justice and the planet”.13 This statement makes it clear that universalism is a 
prioritized value for this group.

Figure 3.1:  Value wheel, adapted from Schwartz and colleagues7
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Within social movements, you will likely encounter individuals who 
endorse values of benevolence. Such values are:​ caring for others, being depend-
able, and staying humble.7

Values that focus on autonomy and excitement

Some of us may prioritize values that connect to our desire for autonomy.7 For 
instance, we might consider it essential that we have the ability to discuss freely 
with others and express our thoughts. One climate action group that reflects this 
value is Transition Town, who describe themselves as “a movement of communi-
ties coming together to reimagine and rebuild our world”.14 For this group, self-
directed action as well as imagination is central to working towards the larger 
goal of global change.

We might also prioritize novelty, excitement, and the latest challenge.7 One 
example of this is travelers wanting to show everyone that it is possible to travel 
the world by hitchhiking or using only solar energy.15,16

Values that concern self-​enhancement and stability

Some of us may prioritize values in life that concern our own self-​enhancement.7 
For instance, we might strive for achievement and success, power over others 
and over relevant resources, or a hedonistic lifestyle. Although sometimes 
frowned upon as not typically serving the cause, these values also exist within 
the climate movement; for example, the research psychologist who puts all her 
effort into her career success in order to prevail in a highly competitive system. 
Or the activist taking a gap year to follow her hedonistic passion for art.

Then there are people who value stability and maintaining the status quo; 
they place importance on cultural and religious tradition, conformity to others 
and to rules, and personal as well as social security. For instance, a member of 
Churches for Future may build their engagement on preserving Creation.

The value wheel

Of course, none of us focuses on just one single value. We all have a compilation 
of many values, and, importantly, we differ in how we prioritize these values in 
our lives. Some we endorse to a great degree and others to a lesser degree. Our 
core values can be placed on a wheel like the one shown in Figure 3.1. The closer 
one value is to another value on this wheel, the more likely an individual is to 
prioritize both values.5 We can see that an individual who prioritizes nature (uni
versalism) is also likely to prioritize forging their own path (autonomy) and less 
likely to prioritize dominating others (power).5

Reflecting on core values helps us to learn not only about ourselves but also 
about others. This can be particularly useful in attempting to understand why 
some people are attracted to climate action groups while others are repelled by 
them and their values. It may also help in understanding dynamics within cli-
mate action groups and the climate movement at large.
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Our values, the values of others, and the values of society at large are not com-
pletely set in stone. Values can change over time. As one example, a large global 
survey on the COVID-​19 pandemic’s impact on values found an emerging shift 
away from materialistic values, which emphasize financial and physical security, to 
post-​materialist values, which emphasize autonomy and freedom of choice.17

FROM MORAL BELIEFS AND EMOTIONS TO COLLECTIVE 
CLIMATE ACTION

Scholars call social identification and moral beliefs “the two chambers of 
the  beating heart” of people involved in social and environmental justice 
movements.18 Several studies in the broader field of collective action research 
have shown that our moral beliefs can motivate us to take action.18 This is also true 
for collective climate action.19–​21 One study on climate protesters in Switzerland, 
for example, found that the protesters had stronger moral beliefs regarding the 
necessity of climate action than non-​protesters did.22

Moral beliefs can have a motivational power in and of themselves, as they 
give us a sense of purpose.23–​25 In one study, members of the environmental 
movement in Norway reported that aligning their actions with their values also 
boosted their self-​esteem.23 But moral beliefs don’t automatically translate into 
action. Our moral beliefs are not always front and center, and we can probably 
all recall situations in which we acted out of line with them.

Moral beliefs often come into play when we perceive 
them as being violated.

Indeed, several studies on individuals who felt their moral beliefs had been 
violated by climate-​related issues such as earthquakes induced by gas 
extractions, unequal access to clean water, the environmental situation in Iran, 
and US President Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris Accords found that these 
violations were a motivating factor in their participation in collective action.26–​30

For another example of how violated moral beliefs can motivate us into 
action, let’s travel back to 2022, when the publication of a single article led to 
seismic outrage across the world. In the article, published by Yard, it was reported 
that in the first seven months of the year the average private jet usage among 
celebrities had emitted 482 times more than the average citizen’s annual green-
house gas emissions.31 The report spread like wildfire, and readers reacted with 
incomprehension and outrage, expressing their feelings on social media.

One user pointed out that while the general public is advised to avoid 
driving and often faces criticism for commercial flying, wealthy individuals seem 
to have the freedom to do as they please. She further noted that one celebrity had 
even joked about using a private jet to fly her dog to her location because she 
missed it. To her, this behavior was unacceptable.32

It didn’t take long before citizens started turning their anger into action. 
That year, climate groups in more than 13 countries launched protests calling for 
bans on private jets. And in 2024 a Europe-​wide petition called for the same.32
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The moral belief violation chronicled in this example stems from a perceived  
injustice, namely that wealthy people are held to a different standard. When  
social groups such as those defined by race, gender, age, or sexual orientation are  
held to disparate standards or have disparate privileges, perceived injustice is a  
common outcome. Indeed, our collective history has countless examples of this  
as can be seen in Table 3.1.

Importantly, injustices and violations of moral beliefs are not perceived 
only through rational considerations and thoughts. Quite the contrary. Two 
meta-​analyses have shown that emotions like anger, outrage, and resentment of 
injustice are prolific among those involved in collective action.18,33

Since feeling and thinking usually go hand in hand, we as the Author Team 
go along with the concept of feeling-​thinking processes around injustice,34 rather 
than attempting to disentangle thoughts from feelings. If a person prioritizes 
nature (universalism value) and holds related moral beliefs, they likely per-
ceive a moral violation. This moral violation may lead to strong feelings and 
perceptions of injustice.24,35,36 And this feeling of injustice might just turn them 
towards collective action. An example of what this process might look like in the 
context of climate injustice can be seen in Figure 3.2.

We also saw an example of this process taking shape in the quote from the  
first section in this chapter. That quote, taken from an anti-​coal mining activist,  

Table 3.1:  Examples of group-​based inequalities

Type of 
inequality

Example for social 
group A

Example for 
social group B

Perceived injustice

geo-
graphical 
inequality

Fijians (from the 
Global South), who 
are especially vul-
nerable to climate-​
induced sea-​level risea

those living in the 
Global North

the lifestyles of those living 
in the Global North con-
tribute more to climate 
change, yet Fijians are 
more affected by it

gender 
inequality

women affected by 
natural disasters

men affected by 
natural disasters

structural inequalities 
make it harder for women 
than men to leave areas 
prone to climate   
disastersa

gener-
ational 
inequality

younger generations, 
whose lives will be 
the most affected by 
climate change

older generations, 
who have 
contributed the 
most to climate 
change

Germany’s constitutional 
court in 2021 ruled climate 
protection laws to be partly 
unconstitutional because 
they are threatening the 
fundamental freedoms of 
future generationsb

a.	 IPCC (Ed.) Climate Change 2022 –​ Mitigation of Climate Change: Working Group III Contribution 
to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (Cambridge 
University Press, 2022). https://​doi.org/​10.1017/​978100​9157​926

b.	 BVerfG, 1 Senat. Beschluss des Ersten Senats vom 24. März 2021 -​ 1 BvR 2656/​18 -​, Rn. 1-​270. 
(Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2021). https://​www.bunde​sver​fass​ungs​geri​cht.de/​Sha​redD​ocs/​
Ent​sche​idun​gen/​DE/​2021/​03/​rs2021​0324​_​1bv​r265​618.html
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demonstrates how someone can go from emotion to action. Based on the activist’s  
desire to prioritize the “preservation of a precious ecosystem”, we can glean  
that one of their moral beliefs is that nature must be protected. From the lines,  
“looking down into this massive hole […], I just got so angry” and “this was fun-
damentally wrong”, we know they perceived this to be a violation of their moral  
beliefs and reacted emotionally to this. And from the last line, “for me, there was  
no doubt that […] it needed to stop”, we know this violation spurred them into  
action.

While many emotions have the potential to motivate us to act, we will zoom 
in on two of them: guilt and anger. Let’s take a deeper look at how the emotional 
reactions of guilt and anger can motivate people to take collective climate action.

Guilt

Personal guilt arises from feeling responsible for wrongdoings.37 In the con
text of the climate crisis though, collective guilt, which arises from feeling like 
our social groups as a whole are responsible for wrongdoings, is particularly 
important.38

While research is somewhat limited, there are a few studies that found 
that people who felt collective guilt were more likely to want to join a neigh-
borhood climate initiative39 and that collective feelings of guilt were a source of 
social identification for members of Fridays for Future40. A guilty conscience may 
be uncomfortable, but if perceived on a collective level it may drive urgently 
needed action.

Figure 3.2:  Pathway from moral beliefs and core values to action. 
Photo of burning forest by Nikolay Kondev, 2019 (CC0)
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Anger

There is a greater amount of research on anger. For reasons of simplification, we 
will not differentiate between different forms of anger, such as (moral) anger, 
moral outrage, or indignation, and will use the terms interchangeably.24,34 Anger 
is one of the six basic emotions.41 It has a place in promoting adaptation –​ anger 
tells us something needs our attention and that we might need to act. In par-
ticular, anger can draw our attention to the fact that our moral beliefs are being 
violated, which can motivate us to act and stand up for our principles. Yet, anger 
often has quite a negative image as a hostile emotion.42 Sometimes anger is 
even perceived as an immoral emotion,36 which is somewhat ironic for a moral 
emotion.

Despite its negative image, anger can be an important motivation for col-
lective climate action. Surveys of young people around the world found anger to 
be a common emotional reaction to the climate crisis,43 and interviews with cli
mate activists found anger to be a consistent driver for staying committed to the 
cause.4,23,44 Anger was also strongly associated with environmental and climate-​
related collective action such as in studies on Extinction Rebellion actions, Fridays 
for Future protests, and environmental conflicts in Vietnam.19–​20,45–​47 In one study 
on Extinction Rebellion, members who reported feeling anger over how people 
are treating the environment were more likely to identify strongly with the 
group and participate in collective action.47 When compared to other emotions 
(sadness, hope, and guilt, among others), another study found that anger was 
most strongly related to getting people interested in joining a climate protest.48

While the mentioned studies found anger to be an important emotion for 
collective climate action, other research paints a more mixed picture. Studies on 
people involved in and sympathizing with Hambach Forest protests and Fridays 
for Future found that while anger was associated with (normative) collective 
climate action it was not as important as several other influencing factors.49,50 
Similar results were also found in studies on transition towns and neighbor-
hood initiatives.21,39,42 In yet another study, researchers managed to increase 
participants’ anger by telling them that public anger about climate inaction was 
growing.51 However, it did not lead to an increase in willingness to participate 
in collective action.

In an overview article, members of the Author Team argue that the mixed 
findings on the role of anger in collective action may be influenced by the spe-
cific type of action being studied.52 Notably, anger appears to be more relevant 
in protest contexts than in other collective action contexts, such as neighborhood 
initiatives. Furthermore, the targets of this anger seem to affect its relevance. 
Interestingly, in studies assessing how angry people were at the government, 
anger was least relevant. In contrast, anger directed at people’s qualities (“people 
don’t care”) and actions (“people don’t do anything”) seems to be particularly 
relevant.48 Thus, while groups such as Fridays for Future rightfully address the 
actions of governments, it may be the actions of other people that more pro-
foundly elicit outrage.
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Box 3.1:  Note –​ The gender inequality of anger

Many climate protesters identify as women, and many of these women are 
undoubtedly angry. Yet, research shows that women are less likely than 
men to express their anger about the climate crisis.48,53,54 One reason for 
this imbalance could be the stereotypical view of anger as a male-​owned 
emotion.55 Accordingly, people perceive angry women differently from 
how they perceive angry men –​ when a man expresses anger, people tend 
to look for the external factors causing or contributing to it; when a woman 
expresses anger, it is more likely to be attributed to her personality.56 In 
other words, anger experienced by a woman is seen as being rooted in 
her head and heart, whereas anger experienced by a man is seen as being 
rooted in the real world. What is more, women who express their anger are 
seen as having a lower status.56

In the climate movement, this unequal perception of anger may make 
it more difficult for women to spread messages of climate injustice, to 
express themselves freely, or even acknowledge what they’re feeling.

With all that we’ve now learned about how moral beliefs and emotions can 
motivate people to act, let’s take a look at how we can use these elements as tools 
for promoting and generating support for collective climate action.

HOW WE CAN USE MORAL BELIEFS AND EMOTIONS AS TOOLS 
FOR EFFECTING COLLECTIVE CLIMATE ACTION

As we’ve seen, the process of going from having moral beliefs to actively fighting 
to defend them involves multiple steps. This means there are numerous points 
at which we can attempt to draw on moral beliefs and emotions to promote col-
lective climate action. The first part of this section focuses on just that, by pro-
viding strategies for how to create situations that elicit anger.

For the climate movement as a whole though, it’s not only the moral beliefs 
and emotions of involved individuals that are worth focusing on. How collective 
climate actions are designed and implemented can make the difference between 
an action being seen as morally justified by bystanders and the public at large 
or being seen as a moral violation. And since moving the climate movement for-
ward requires winning support from these people, the second part of this section 
offers strategies for using moral beliefs and emotions when talking to people 
outside the movement.

Focus 1: Creating anger-​eliciting situations

Through experiencing feelings of anger, we can be spurred on to take collective 
action. For this reason, creating situations that tap into this anger can be a good 
strategy for motivating individuals to get involved in collective climate action. 
So, let’s take a look at two strategies for how to do just that.
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Before heading into these strategies though, you might want to check out 
Box 3.2, which will help you identify the things that provoke anger, a skill 
which may be useful to carry with you as you delve into the strategies for 
Focus 1.

Box 3.2:  Take action –​ Angry at the world

As you engage with collective climate action, you might encounter 
individuals harboring feelings of anger. On the other hand, you might 
encounter individuals whose feelings of guilt overshadow any anger they 
might also be feeling. Regardless of whether or not a person’s anger sits 
on the surface or lies deep down, being able to harness that emotion can 
be a powerful skill for motivating someone to take action. And the first 
step in developing this skill is learning how to isolate what provokes 
anger.

Think about where you see expressions of anger within the climate 
movement. What are the targets for the anger being expressed by…

… your friend who engages in climate action?
… Greta Thunberg?
… the group members of a climate action group of your choice?
… your climate-​related role model?
… you?

If you struggled to pinpoint the targets for the anger being expressed by 
these individuals, try discussing them with others. Or, if you’re looking 
for a unique source of inspiration, listen to “Angry at the World” by The 
Kyteman Orchestra, a favorite song of one of our authors.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 1: Drawing attention to injustice and who’s 
responsible for it

The activity in Box 3.2 brings us to our first strategy. While it might be difficult 
to instill new moral beliefs in others, emotions can be elicited through various 
tactics, such as drawing attention to injustices and the people or institutions 
behind them. One way to do this is strategic communication through messages 
and campaigns.

In one experimental study on strategic communication, participants were 
given one of two texts to read. One text focused on Germany being a major con-
tributor to global pollution, while the other focused instead on Germany being a 
responsible agent in the field of environmental protection.37 As might be easy to 
imagine, participants who were assigned the first text reported stronger feelings 
of guilt and anger than those who were assigned the second.

In a similar study, a group of researchers had participants watch one of two 
videos.49 One video presented viewers with scientific facts about coal mining 
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practices. The other comprised clips from real footage collected by an anti-​coal 
group. This video showed the unfair practices of coal mining companies as well 
as the politicians who enable them. Participants who were shown the second 
video reported stronger feelings of anger than those who were shown the first. 
They also reported stronger agreement with the idea that those responsible for 
the unfair practices should be held accountable. What’s more, they even reported 
stronger feelings of being moved, which, in turn, related to support for the forest 
protection campaign in this coal-​mining region.

Sharing videos, like the one mentioned in the study, across various social 
media platforms is a frequently used tactic by climate action groups looking 
to draw attention to issues and mobilize support. When thinking about 
how best to do this, a communication strategy that involves highlighting a 
single, specific injustice and, if possible, focusing on who might be behind 
that injustice might be the most effective way of eliciting anger and, conse-
quently, motivating people to act. This concept is nicely illustrated by Greta 
Thunberg:

We need to hold the people in power accountable for what they have 
been doing to us and future generations and other living species on 
earth. And we need to get angry […] and then we need to transform 
that anger into action and [...] stand together united and just never 
give up.57

An organization that lays the foundation for anger by dedicating itself to 
exposing injustices is Urgewald. This organization publishes the Global Coal Exit 
List, which is composed of the names of companies involved in the coal industry 
worldwide –​ from coal power producers to coal transporters and traders.58 
Urgewald’s goal with this list is to provide a single, clear source for finding out 
which companies are most responsible for CO2 emissions and thus any related 
climate injustices. The list is also a resource for environmentally-​conscious 
investing.

Showing the consequences of climate change is another way of drawing 
attention to injustices. For instance, the Maldives Islands are at risk of 
disappearing by the end of this century due to rising sea levels.59 As shown in 
Image 3.2, the Maldives Islands’ cabinet held the world’s first underwater cab
inet meeting in 2009. This meeting was a powerful demonstration of how they 
are disproportionally affected by climate change.

Box 3.3:  The bottom line

Communication strategies that highlight a specific injustice and who’s 
behind that injustice can be effective at evoking emotions like anger and 
guilt. In turn, these emotions could motivate an individual to fight these 
injustices on a collective level.
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Focus 1 –​ Strategy 2: Communicating others’ outrage

Showing how others are already outraged can be a powerful lever to draw 
attention to climate injustices. Two approaches seem useful here: highlighting 
emotions as norms in social groups and considering how different levels of 
being affected by climate injustice can make a difference to the expression of 
anger. Let’s take a look at them.

The role of outrage norms

Social norms represent our perception of what others do or don’t do, what they 
approve or disapprove of. Whether or not we’re always aware of it, social norms 
influence our actions (see Chapter 2 for more on social norms). In a similar way,  
our assumptions of how others feel can have an impact on us. When we per-
ceive that many others are angry, we perceive strong outrage norms. In one 
experimental study on communicating the feelings of others, researchers 
had participants read a text about the prevalence of waterborne diseases in 
developing nations as well as the Water for Life movement, which fights to make 
clean drinking water a universal right.60 After reading these texts, participants 
were asked to come up with strategies for how to motivate people to support 
the movement in small groups. One group was told that feelings of outrage 
motivate people to support the movement, thus implying outrage was a preva-
lent emotion and norm within this group. The study found that the participants 
who received this additional information about an outrage norm priming their 

Image 3.2:  Fisheries and Agriculture Minister Ibrahim Didi signs the decree of 
the underwater cabinet meeting off Girifushi Island, Maldives (2009). 
Mohamed Seeneen (CC BY-​NC-​ND 2.0)
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group-​based discussion experienced greater feelings of outrage than those who 
did not receive it. What’s more, they reported feeling more motivated to act 
themselves. What this study tells us is that communicating the idea that outrage 
is the norm within a given space or situation might be useful when trying to 
elicit feelings of anger.61

Sharing survey data as a way of providing a picture of just how many 
people are outraged about the environment is also an effective way of provoking 
anger and garnering support. For example, the German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation, Nuclear Safety and Consumer Protection 
regularly runs representative surveys in Germany. In 2022, a survey found that 
98% of respondents reported feelings of outrage over human-​made environ-
mental problems,62 which is more than you might have expected.

Hearing about the feelings of others lets us know that we are not alone. 
Indeed, we might come to find that anger is the one emotion that seems to be 
shared by many others. Learning about others’ feelings may also give us the 
opportunity to confront and build stronger connections with our own emotions, 
values, and moral beliefs.

At meet-​ups, climate action groups might benefit from discussing how 
members’ feelings of anger interact with their moral beliefs and values. These 
discussions might give members who have yet to process their anger a way to 
ground the emotion in their values or moral beliefs, thus making the anger seem 
effective or positive. And members who feel stressed or overwhelmed by their anger 
can engage in discussions about appropriate ways of handling and channeling it.

In one study that has yet to be published, the Author Team surveyed people 
involved in the movement for socio-​ecological transformation. Surprisingly, 
this study found that when various factors were simultaneously considered, 
respondents who held stronger moral beliefs regarding socio-​ecological topics 
committed fewer hours than others to their climate action groups.63 One way to 
explain this finding might be that individuals with particularly strong moral 
beliefs are more predisposed to conflict, which in the case of group participa-
tion might lead to a negative impact on their levels of commitment. To help 
mitigate this, it might be constructive for groups to actively establish meeting 
structures and group dynamics that enable members with various moral beliefs 
and varying strengths of feelings to participate without feeling threatened or 
being perceived as threatening.

Global North/​Global South divide –​ Communicating outrage     
from different perspectives

Certain groups of people may be more willing than others to voice their anger 
(such as mentioned in Box 3.1). In one interview study on global climate activism, 
activists from the Global North reported feeling less inclined to give anger a 
prominent position in their mobilizing activities than activists from the Global 
South.4 Those from the Global North reported seeing value in treating anger with 
caution –​ they saw focusing on anger and accusations as fueling resignation and 
frustration instead of motivating action. Activists from the Global South on the 
other hand reported seeing value in utilizing anger –​ they saw focusing on the 
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Global North as the main driver of climate change as a way of motivating action. 
Allowing anger may therefore be easier for those affected by climate injustices –​ 
whether personally or as part of a specific group defined by region, income, gen-
eration, or gender.

Staying with the Global North/​South divide, one real world example of 
holding an external group accountable comes from the climate action campaign 
Debt for Climate. The goal of this campaign is the cancellation of financial debts 
countries in the Global South have with countries in the Global North, the pur-
pose of which would be to enable those indebted countries to pursue a self-​
determined socio-​ecological transformation.64 Many of these countries are forced 
into exacerbating the climate crisis because the only way of acquiring the vast 
amount of funds needed to pay off their debts is fossil fuel extraction. Initiated 
and led by people from the Global South, Debt for Climate brings the voices of 
those who are most affected by the climate crisis to center stage and provides 
a platform for highlighting climate injustice. The campaign also employs the 
strategy of establishing outrage as a social norm. Their promotional video 
features outraged protest speakers as well as further group members clearly 
stating that, “we demand the [International Monetary Fund] and World Bank to 
cancel all Global South debts and turn these funds into climate action!”65 If such 
a goal sounds unattainable to you, it is worth noting it has historic precedence 
in the Global North. In fact, one prominent historical example is the cancellation 
of Germany’s debt after World War II, which allowed for its quick economic 
recovery.

Box 3.4:  The bottom line

Communicating that outrage is widespread and helpful for collective 
action can help more people access their own anger and feel motivated to 
act. People who are personally and collectively most affected by the climate 
crisis may be particularly open to expressing their anger.

Focus 2: Using moral beliefs and anger to build external 
support

Thus far, we’ve seen a lot of ideas about how to motivate individuals and social 
groups to get involved in collective climate action as well as ideas for how to 
maintain motivation among members of climate action groups. And yet, even 
with these strategies, there will always be those who remain simply unwilling 
or unable to dedicate their time, energy, and resources to collective climate 
action, regardless of any amount of targeted effort to the contrary. What’s more, 
some research even shows that there are those who are most angry not about 
the climate crisis but about the policies trying to mitigate its effects.48 Of course, 
there are those who remain unconvinced the climate crisis is even really an 
issue at all.
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And then there is another group whose influence we shouldn’t underesti-
mate: the supporters; those individuals who see potential in showing support 
to the movement but are happy to maintain an existence outside it. Indeed, 
building public momentum is considered an essential element of true societal 
transformation.66–​68 Scholars argue that increased public support can corres
pond to increased financial support and increased political influence.69 There are 
numerous examples of social movements that were able to use public support to 
achieve substantial political change despite having relatively low direct partici-
pation rates.70 What all this tells us is that,

public support, however passive, can make the 
difference between a successful movement and an 

unsuccessful one.

And this raises the question, when it comes to organizing a successful movement, 
how can we build support among those who might never actively engage in col-
lective action themselves?

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 1: Narrowing the moral-​empathy gap with      
direct contact

While it may feel perfectly natural to encounter differences in opinions 
when discussing where to spend the holidays or what pizza toppings to get, 
encountering differences in moral beliefs often feels noticeably unnatural and 
even upsetting. This stems from the idea that our moral beliefs have a way of 
becoming somewhat factualized for us –​ we feel that our beliefs are “right” and 
that everyone else should adhere to them as well2. One result of this is that we 
can end up viewing the moral beliefs of others as “just wrong” when they are 
incompatible with our own beliefs, which makes it hard to not only understand 
but also empathize with the people who have those moral beliefs. This struggle 
is known as the moral-​empathy gap.71

An example of a moral-​empathy gap was observed in one study of participants 
in a non-​normative climate action.71 The activists surveyed thought that their 
actions would increase rather than decrease public support, but the reality was the 
opposite. People who were not involved viewed the actions as immoral and did 
not support the activists –​ a possibility that may have puzzled the activists, whose 
moral beliefs likely justified and even necessitated the non-​normative action.

This case highlights how difficult it can be for members within a movement 
to understand the perspectives of those outside it. And since we’ve already 
learned how integral public support can be in the success of a movement, let’s 
take a look at ways climate action groups can narrow the moral-​empathy gap 
and become more aware of how others perceive climate actions.

Engaging with outsiders in everyday life

It might be helpful to engage with views other than your own in everyday life. 
With specific regard to climate action, you might encounter disparate perceptions 
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of certain protests or marches in the daily paper, on the news, or in social media. 
Where possible, engaging with the people who hold these disparate views might 
have the dual success of improving both their understanding of your perspective 
and your understanding of theirs. Bringing this skill to the climate movement 
might mean being better able to share information on collective action with 
outsiders, which has the potential to increase public support and therefore the 
success of a movement.

The campaign Deutschland spricht!72 [Germany speaks] is one example of 
people with differing views coming together, creating an opportunity to bridge 
the moral-​empathy gap. Participants in the campaign were asked to fill out a 
survey on their currently-​held political opinions, after which they were matched 
with a fellow participant with dissimilar views. After meeting with their political 
opposite, the majority of participants reported feeling satisfied with their inter-
action.72 While nearly three-​quarters of participants reported their perspectives 
had been reinforced by the meeting, around half of participants also reported 
having been convinced to change perspectives on one or more points.

Engaging with outsiders during collective actions

When it comes to garnering public support, it can also be a worthwhile endeavor 
to engage with outsiders while participating in collective actions. During a col-
lective climate action, clashes of perspective are likely to occur between those 
involved and those bearing witness (bystanders) or directly affected by the 
action. Let’s take a look at one example of how this might play out in the non-​
normative action of blocking a road in Table 3.2.

As we can see, the two groups of people in this example are not aligned in 
their perceptions of the road blockage. Whether or not these two groups share 
other values or moral beliefs we do not know, because any potential for finding 
common ground is lost in the intense reaction of those affected by the collective 
action.

Sticking with this example, there are a few tactics that people engaged  
in blocking a road could employ as a way of allaying public opposition. They  
could establish an outreach team to get involved in active dialogue with  
commuters. This would allow commuters to both voice their frustration with the  

Table 3.2:  Example of divergent moral perspectives

Groups Moral perspective Resulting 
emotion

People involved 
in collective 
action

“Desperate times call for desperate measures. 
The climate crisis is so grave, and no one 
seems to care, but if I block this road, they’ll 
have to care. It’s the moral thing to do.”

Outrage at public 
inaction

People affected
by collective 
action

“Actions like these only hurt the little people. 
These activists are keeping me from getting 
to my job –​ they don’t care about regular 
people like me at all. This is morally wrong.”

Outrage at the 
people involved in 
the action
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inconvenience of having their commute disrupted and learn about the signifi-
cance of the road blockage from the perspective of those involved.

The people involved could also preemptively share outreach material with 
those who are going to be most affected by the action. This outreach material 
might serve to share key details and information about the issue and how not 
enough is currently being done, thus somewhat justifying why such intense 
action is now going to be taken. An example of this kind of outreach can be 
seen in Image 3.3. These two tactics have the potential to foster empathy among 
people involved in collective climate action, bystanders, and those affected by 
the action –​ a necessary step towards bridging the moral-​empathy gap.

Of course, even with these tactics, it’s unrealistic to expect to change the 
mind of everyone, no matter how much we might wish that to be the case. 
Regardless of how much effort is put into outreach, climate action groups need 
to accept the possibility of enduring opposition. Indeed, there are plenty of 
situations in which walking away from a difficult conversation may be a more 
effective approach than continuing to try to change a person’s mind –​ in these 
cases, the people involved in climate action can see success in having maintained 
their own mental health or deescalated a situation.

The downside to engaging positively with outsiders

When it comes to focusing our efforts on engaging positively with outsiders, 
whether in everyday life or during collective actions, it is worth acknowledging 

Image 3.3:  Extinction Rebellion leaflet apologizing for the inconvenience that 
upcoming action will cause and explaining the moral justification for it, UK. 
Photo by Wandelwerk e.V.
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the potential for undesired consequences. Research from other social contexts 
has found that positive interactions between the members of a disadvantaged 
group and the members of an advantaged group can have the result of increasing 
the former’s gratitude for the latter.73 This in turn can lead to a decrease in the 
disadvantaged group members’ motivation to engage in protests, as the fuel for 
their initial outrage has been somewhat reduced.

Extrapolating this research, we may also see the possibility of similar 
downsides resulting from positive interactions between people experiencing a 
climate injustice and the individuals or groups contributing to that injustice. For 
example, if more and more individuals from the Global South started having 
positive interactions with individuals from the Global North, which of course 
could have a lot of benefits, it might also cause the former to be less willing to 
focus their outrage on the latter. And, as we have already learned in this chapter, 
without a target for their outrage, individuals might lose their motivation to 
engage in collective action, which could have negative effects for the movement 
as a whole.

It’s worth noting that a reduction in anger and subsequent reduction in 
willingness to engage in protest might open up doors to other kinds of engage-
ment within a movement. This could include forms of participation that don’t 
rely heavily on anger, such as neighborhood involvement. Overall, though, since 
positive interactions with bystanders, those responsible and the general public 
have the potential to both create empathy and reduce anger, it seems important 
to weigh these upsides and downsides when deciding whether or not to con-
centrate effort, and how much effort, on engaging with individuals outside the 
climate movement.

Box 3.5:  The bottom line

Members of climate action groups often have strong moral beliefs. Thus, it 
might be hard for them to understand and empathize with the perspectives 
of people outside the climate movement or of people who don’t share the 
same moral beliefs and values. This difficulty is called the moral-​empathy 
gap. Group members can work towards bridging this gap by concentrating 
efforts on engaging positively with outsiders in everyday life or with 
bystanders and those affected by an action as a way of fostering mutual 
empathy, understanding, and even support.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 2: Challenging, not threatening, others’ self-​image

Since our moral beliefs contribute to laying the foundation of who we are 
and how we act, it is only natural that they come up in everyday life. As we 
engage with social media, colleagues, friends, and family, the moral beliefs we 
feel most strongly about are particularly likely to come up. However, natural 
though this may be, conversations that involve moral beliefs have a way of 
inciting frustration and defensiveness when people disagree. For instance, a 
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person eating a vegan diet based on her moral beliefs may experience defen-
sive reactions to her veganism. Even if she merely selects the vegan option in 
the cafeteria, her friend might reply with something like, “I would have picked 
the vegan food if it had looked more delicious today”, or, “don’t judge me for 
picking the beef burger”.

The reasons behind reactive statements like these may not always be 
clear. One reason for defensiveness might be the need to alleviate guilt. In the 
described example, guilt could come from the possibility that the friend not 
choosing the vegan option actually does agree that consuming animal products 
is immoral, and in being confronted by their friend doing the moral thing, they 
felt the need to justify their choices, primarily to themselves. When we vio-
late our own moral beliefs, we often experience feelings of guilt or shame, and 
instead of confronting these emotions, sometimes we react with defensiveness 
to whatever or whoever we see as the reason our moral violation was brought 
to our attention in the first place. In other words, our moral self-​image becomes 
threatened.74

Researchers who have studied the concept of the moral self-​image and 
what happens when it’s threatened have developed a concept they call the moral 
rebel.75 A moral rebel is someone who rebels against compromising their morals. 
In an experimental study on how moral rebels are perceived, researchers asked 
participants to individually do a task that had racist elements. Unknown to 
the participants, one among them doing the same task was actually a research 
assistant playing either a moral rebel or an obedient other. The moral rebel refused 
to carry on with the task on the grounds that the task was violating their moral 
values. Interestingly, how the moral rebel was evaluated by other participants 
depended on whether or not they carried out the task themselves. While 
uninvolved observers judged moral rebels positively for standing up for their 
principles, study participants who had previously carried out the problematic 
task themselves and only learned afterwards that the moral rebel refused to do 
the same disliked the rebel.75 A possible explanation for this finding could be that 
involved participants felt threatened in their moral self-​image because they did 
not refuse to carry out the task themselves.

So, what can we do when we see someone behaving in a way that is morally 
questionable? There are numerous approaches to handling this, ranging from 
doing nothing to employing research-​backed strategies for helping a person 
regain self-​efficacy and be motivated to change,76 so let’s take a look at just a few 
of them.

Challenging the action, not the character

A research-​backed strategy posits that challenging a person’s actions is more 
effective in motivating change than challenging their character is.76 Let’s take 
wanting someone to cut back on flying as an example goal. One way this strategy 
might play out is instead of making sweeping statements like, “anyone who 
takes frequent flights is a bad person”, opt for statements like, “taking frequent 
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flights has negative impacts on the environment”. In the former, the focus is 
on the type of person who would engage in the morally-​questionable behavior 
whereas in the latter the focus is on the behavior itself.

Sometimes, it may even be better not to focus on this particular person’s 
actions but on the actions of others. Criticizing the behavior of others can be 
an effective way of helping a person reflect on their own behavior. When we 
draw attention to the immoral behavior of others outside of a given conversa-
tion, those within that conversation are given an opportunity to critically reflect 
on the issue at hand without feeling threatened in their own self-​image.

For example, you notice how your mom often speaks negatively about 
climate activists, and you would like her to reflect on her opinion. Instead 
of confronting her directly, you tell her about a conversation you overheard 
the other day in a café where two people were making disparaging remarks 
about climate activists. They were congratulating themselves for sticking 
“Fuck you, Greta” stickers to their SUVs. You explain to your mom how such 
conversations just make you really sad. Disagreeing on certain forms of cli-
mate action is one thing, but overall, climate activists are striving for a better 
future for everyone. And they are investing considerable time and energy into 
this important work.

Reminding people that change doesn’t have to happen quickly

Another strategy involves reminding people that change doesn’t have to happen 
all at once.76 Effective behavior change often involves a series of smaller goals 
and occurs over a period of time –​ it doesn’t usually comprise one single ultimate 
goal or happen overnight. For example, for someone with the moral belief that 
animal rights are important and who has the goal of switching to a plant-​based 
diet, it might be effective to help them focus on how they can align their moral 
belief with small, attainable goals on their way to achieving their ultimate goal 
of belief-​behavior alignment. Diving straight into full belief-​behavior alignment 
might leave this person more vulnerable to feelings of failure, guilt, and 
defensiveness.

Importantly, research shows that focusing on smaller goals works best if 
people don’t use achieving these smaller goals as an excuse for regressing to 
immoral behavior –​ sticking with the example of a plant-​based diet goal, an 
adverse excuse might look like, “I ate plant-​based all week, now I can have some 
goat cheese”. When reminding people that change can happen over time, it’s 
therefore important to highlight overarching goals and values.77

It is useful to emphasize that skills are developed over time on a person’s 
journey to promote climate justice.76 If the goal of a particular conversation with 
a fellow urbanite is to convince the other person to align their moral beliefs with 
mitigating the climate crisis and to get rid of their preferred method of trans-
portation (their gas-​guzzling car) to help with this cause, it might be effective 
to share the story of someone who weaned themselves off a car over time by 
engaging more and more with public transportation or cycling before ultimately 
realizing they didn’t actually need to use their car at all.
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Engaging in non-​violent communication

The aim of non-​violent communication is to encourage empathic listening and 
open dialogue.78 As such, it is another effective tool for narrowing down the 
moral-​empathy gap. In non-​violent communication, conflict resolution is fostered 
by shifting the focus away from judgement and blame.

A core assumption of this strategy is that all humans share similar needs, 
through which we can find mutual understanding.78 Engaging in non-​violent 
communication is a useful method for promoting empathy, compassionate 
relationships, and collaboration in group settings, by which the self-​esteem of 
those involved is strengthened.79–​81 This type of communication focuses on four 
key steps, shown in Table 3.3.

To gain a better understanding of non-​violent communication in action, let’s 
take a look at a narrative developed by a Wandelwerk member:

At a family gathering one night, Uncle Howard, who knows that his niece, 
Mary, is involved in climate action groups, declares, ‘I can’t stand the CO2 
taxes’. Being familiar with the framework of non-​violent communication, 
Mary listens empathetically and responds to Uncle  Howard by asking, 
‘When you say you can’t stand the CO2 taxes (observation), do you mean 
they make you feel angry (feeling)? Or frustrated (feeling)? Is this about 
justice for you (need)? Are you concerned that paying these taxes will keep 

Table 3.3:  The four steps of non-​violent communication78

Step Description

1)	 Observation -​	 describing specific actions or behaviors
-​	 describing situations without judgement or evaluation

2)	 Feelings -​	 identifying and expressing the feelings that occur in response 
to observed actions or behaviors: feeling content, grateful, free, 
happy, fulfilled, moved, enthusiastic, jolly, interested, peaceful, 
joyful, relaxed, cheerful, refreshed, anxious, depressed, numb, 
lonely, melancholic, angry, helpless, sad, bitter, spiritless, ner-
vous, frustrated, desperate, worried, or gloomy

-​	 moving beyond “good/​bad” and “right/​wrong” descriptions

3)	 Needs -​	 recognizing the numerous universal human needs that can 
underlie feelings: authenticity, individuality, security, clarity, 
structure, self-​esteem, appreciation, belonging, honesty, soli-
darity, mindfulness, attention, relaxation, harmony, inspiration, 
variety, happiness, celebration, learning, contribution, efficacy, 
growth, success, creativity, or meaning

-​	 avoiding focusing on or judging a person’s strategies for satis-
fying these needs

4)	 Request -​	 making clear, positive, and actionable requests to improve 
your quality of life

-​	 accepting that the answer may be “no”
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you from having enough retirement funds (need)? Or are you worried 
that things are changing too quickly for you to feel comfortable (need)?’ 
Of course, Mary doesn’t ask all these questions at once as she knows that 
might lead to Uncle Howard feeling attacked. But asking a few of them 
might signal to her uncle that she’s trying to empathize with him. So, Uncle 
Howard can start to feel more secure and relaxed.

Having made sure the dialogue feels secure and relaxed, Mary 
now sees the possibility of sharing her own ideas on the topic. She 
says to her uncle, ‘When you say that the CO2 tax annoys you (obser-
vation), I myself start to feel angry (feeling). I see so much suffering in 
the news right now caused by the climate crisis (observation). I want 
to be able to trust that we are acting responsibly towards all people on 
this earth (need), and I would like all people to be able to live as freely 
as I do (need). I would ask you to try to understand where I’m coming 
from (request)’. Uncle Howard might be a bit taken aback at first, but at 
least he now has the chance to see what his niece really thinks. It is not 
unlikely that Mary will have to show her uncle empathy again as she 
proceeds from here.

The components of non-​violent communication, as seen in this narrative, and the 
components of other concepts described in this book both overlap and disagree. 
While non-​violent communication emphasizes and utilizes the diversity of feelings 
and needs as a method, academic psychologists often prefer to look for the most 
central feelings and the most basic needs under certain circumstances. What is 
also notable is that non-​violent communication discards a right or wrong logic, 
something that moral beliefs are founded on. As well, non-​violent communica-
tion seeks to put the needs that everyone shares at the center, while values are 
in turn pushed to the background, since they’re more related to individual and 
collective strategies for satisfying people’s needs.

All that being said, you may be wondering how effective non-​violent commu-
nication is as a tool for motivating collective climate action or convincing people 
of the climate emergency. But it’s important to keep in mind that motivating and 
convincing should not be the goals when using this kind of communication. The 
aim with non-​violent communication is to build positive relationships with people, 
not to persuade them.

Nevertheless, using non-​violent communication may help us bridge the 
moral-​empathy gap, making it possible to understand each other’s feelings 
and needs without needing to agree on them. Moreover, we can use the tools 
of non-​violent communication to practice self-​empathy in stressful situations, by 
reflecting on our own observations, feelings, and needs. For example, a member 
of the climate movement might feel uncomfortable in a conversation with a cli-
mate denier. Taking a moment to reflect on their discomfort and realize they’re 
feeling frustrated and that their need for climate justice for all is not met may 
help them relax in an otherwise stressful situation.
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Box 3.6:  Take action –​ The moral-​empathy gap 
from two perspectives

At this stage, you may want to think about situations in which you have 
experienced the moral-​empathy gap yourself.

First, ask yourself:

	• Can you recall a situation in which you noticed another person’s immoral 
behavior?

	• How did you react? Did you point it out, and if so, how?

Then, ask yourself:

	• Can you recall a situation in which you acted not in accordance with your moral 
beliefs, and you were confronted with that incongruity by someone else?

	• How did that make you feel?
	• How would you have wanted the other person to react?

Reflecting on the moral responses you wish to receive may help you align 
with your moral beliefs about how people should communicate with 
each other.

Considering normative and non-​normative protest

It is worth mentioning that, given the glaring injustices of the climate crisis, 
challenging people’s morally-​misaligned behavior through normative or non-​
normative protest is also a viable option. Collective actions can potentially inspire 
others to do the same, thereby contributing to the spread of protest actions as 
part of a larger societal transition.76

Of course, it is always up to you to decide if you prefer to actively protest or 
focus your efforts on social harmony and mitigating moral conflicts. And indeed, 
these decisions may vary under different circumstances and at different times. 
If you are considering getting involved in protest action though, the following 
sections provide information on the types of public impact achieved by various 
types of collective action.

Box 3.7:  The bottom line

Bringing up the immorality of climate issues can cause defensive reactions 
in people who feel that their self-​image as a moral person is threatened. To 
counteract this effect, communication strategies could focus on behaviors 
instead of character, the immoral behaviors of others, and step-​by-​step 
adaptations instead of radical changes. Additionally, non-​violent communica-
tion can be a useful tool for building and maintaining positive relationships 
even in disagreements.
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Focus 2 –​ Strategy 3: Balancing public support and media attention: The 
activist’s dilemma

In the fall of 2022, the streets and museums of Berlin became the backdrop 
for the protest actions of a small group of determined climate activists called 
Letzte Generation [Last Generation]. Berlin residents were in uproar over 
the group’s actions, which ranged from glueing themselves to the streets to 
throwing tomato soup and mashed potatoes against glass-​protected paintings 
in museums. Letzte Generation’s actions achieved two things: mass awareness 
and public opposition.

Within days of their first action, it seemed everyone was talking about Letzte 
Generation. Everyone. In taxis, on trains, at restaurants –​ people everywhere 
were expressing their opinions about these climate activists and what they’d 
done. While the public discourse seemed focused primarily on their actions and 
less on the actual climate issues, German polling data did show a peak in the 
perceived urgency of the climate crisis around the same time media coverage 
of Letzte Generation’s actions reached its peak82. What’s noteworthy here is that 
the German news cycle was at the time dominated by the war in Ukraine and 
natural gas shortages, and yet despite all that, Letzte Generation was able to make 
headlines and bring attention back to the climate crisis.

But that attention wasn’t necessarily favorable. Indeed, the public’s reac-
tion towards the protests was actually quite negative. The mayor of Potsdam, 
a city just outside of Berlin, described Letzte Generation’s act of throwing food 
at a Monet painting as “cultural barbarism”.83 Others called the group’s actions 
unacceptable, high-​risk, ruthless, and illegitimate.84 Based on these assessments, 
we can surmise that many people outside the group perceived the actions as 
violations of their own moral beliefs. These negative perceptions of the group’s 
actions coupled with the awareness these actions generated highlight a regularly 
occurring phenomenon within the collective action space.

The phenomenon that a collective action can have 
both positive and negative consequences for public 
perception is referred to as the activist’s dilemma.71

Perhaps the most relevant characteristic in how a collective climate action 
is perceived is whether it is normative, such as a peaceful demonstration, or 
non-​normative, such as civil disobedience. A recent series of non-​climate related 
studies explored the role of morality in the context of non-​normative extreme 
protest actions and its effect on movement support.71 In these studies, extreme 
non-​normative protest actions were defined as those which observers perceived 
as harmful to others, disruptive, or both. Examples of this kind of action included 
freeing animals, protest chants encouraging violence against police officers, 
and blocking the entrance of an abortion clinic. These studies found that the 
extreme protest actions were rated as more immoral compared to the more mod-
erate protest actions. What’s more, the protest actions rated as more immoral 
led to decreased emotional connection, reduced social identification with the 
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movement, and less support for the movement among study participants. In line 
with this, studies generally find that people outside a given movement show less 
support for non-​normative protests than for normative protests.71,85–​87

Overall, what these studies show us is that certain protest actions might 
undermine public support for the climate movement. However, most groups 
don’t engage in extreme protest actions without reason, and climate action 
groups are no different –​ the climate crisis is worsening at an alarmingly fast 
rate. And more non-​normative protest actions typically attract more media and 
public attention.88–​90

Thus we come to the crux of the activist’s dilemma: while non-​normative 
collective actions can attract attention or put pressure on institutions, they can 
at the same time undermine public support for the social movement if the pro-
test action is regarded as immoral.71 It is therefore crucial before engaging in any 
kind of protest action to first determine what the goal of the action is. If it’s to 
attract attention, non-​normative collective action has proven to be more effective. 
If it’s to gain support, normative collective action seems more promising. Of 
course, climate action groups often attempt to pursue both of these goals with a 
single action, which is why the following strategies focus on understanding the 
impacts of an action as well as how to balance those impacts.

Box 3.8:  The bottom line

The activist’s dilemma stems from the fact that non-​normative collective 
actions might simultaneously have positive and negative effects for the cli-
mate movement. Specifically, they can lead to increased media attention 
but carry the risk of losing public support. Therefore, it’s vital to determine 
the goal of a climate action before enacting it.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4: Considering the impacts of a radical flank

Within most social movements, there is at least one subgroup that is more 
extreme than its other more moderate counterparts. This faction is often referred 
to as the radical flank, and it has a way of attracting significant attention. One of 
the most prominent examples of a radical flank can be taken from the pages of 
US history –​ the civil rights movement’s Black Panther Party.

Spanning just over a decade in the mid-​20th century, the civil rights 
movement campaigned for the abolition of racial segregation, discrimination, 
and disenfranchisement nationwide. On one side of the movement, the civil 
rights mainstream, led by prominent figures like Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa 
Parks, fought for racial equality through peaceful protest, civil disobedience, and 
legal challenges. On the other side of the movement, radical groups with key fig-
ures like Malcolm X and the members of the Black Panther Party fought to achieve 
the same aim but through direct action, self-​defense, and radical changes to the 
system.91 This side of the movement was founded on the belief that non-​violence 
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and peaceful protests were not enough to bring about real, lasting change.91 
While both groups were dedicated to the goals of racial equality and justice, a 
clear line existed separating them into a moderate faction and a radical flank.

Some of you may now be asking yourselves whether or not your climate 
action group is a radical flank. The radicality of a faction is always defined 
in relation to its more moderate overarching group, and flanks can appear in 
various shapes and sizes. A radical flank typically uses more extreme forms of 
action (not necessarily violent or illegal), and also typically demands more revo-
lutionary changes, has a more radical rhetoric and ideology, and is less willing 
to compromise with political opponents.92 With all that in mind, try reflecting on 
the climate action groups you know or are a part of. Where do you think the line 
is between the moderate and radical sides of the movement as a whole?

Both scholars of socio-​ecological change and individuals involved in such 
change are continually trying to determine whether a radical flank has more 
positive or negative effects on social movements. One such scholar, Herbert 
Haines from the Western New England College, was the first to extensively 
research the impacts of radicals. Throughout his work studying the dynamics 
between radicals and mainstream activists within the civil rights movement, 
Haines developed the term “radical flank effect” to describe the impact a radical 
flank has on its overarching movement.91,93 In his analysis of the radical flank 
effect of the 1960s civil rights movement, Haines determined, against popular 
opinion, that the presence of radicals positively affected the fundraising gains of 
moderate groups.91

While Haines found the radical flank of the civil rights movement had a 
positive effect, current research highlights the complexity of the radical flank 
as having both negative and positive effects. Notably, most of this research has 
used observational methods that do not allow causal claims. Let’s look at what 
radical flanks can achieve for the worse or for the better.

Disadvantages of radical flanks

Studies have come to the conclusion that a radical flank has the potential to draw 
attention away from the actual aim of the collective action. In line with this, a 
recent study on the protests led by Black people between 1960 and 1972 found 
that more violent protests tended to steer public discourse towards the issue of 
“social control” and away from the issue of “civil rights”.94 We saw this effect 
play out with the Berlin protest actions of Letzte Generation [Last Generation], 
mentioned in Strategy 3. In the public discourse over their protests, the focus 
remained on decrying the actions and not the climate crisis, on prosecuting the 
protesters and not the perpetrators of climate injustice.

In the same vein, a radical flank can heighten the probability and degree 
of repression by the state.95 This fits our example in Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4 of 
Chapter 2, which shows how protests can escalate when the police perceive a 
confrontational minority as representative of the crowd.

The actions of a radical flank within a given climate action group can fur-
ther motivate people to vote for a party that opposes that climate action group. 
One study found that, between 1984 and 2012, the Green Party in the United 
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States received fewer electoral votes in districts in and nearby to which there 
had been forceful and violent pro-​environmental protest actions than in districts 
in and nearby to which there had been none.96 Similarly, violent protests led by 
Black people between 1960 and 1972 have likely influenced White people to vote 
for the Republicans.94

Other research indicates that the existence of a violent radical flank is 
associated with less participation in its non-​violent moderate counterpart.92 
However, the direction of causality is not automatically a given here. Less par-
ticipation in moderate groups could incite the creation of a radical flank. Notably, 
the same study found no general positive or negative effect of radical flanks on 
campaign success.92

Advantages of radical flanks

Radical flanks can also have many positive influences. Though it utilizes peaceful 
methods of protest, the Go Fossil Free divestment campaign is considered a radical 
flank within the climate movement because of its extreme rhetoric and extreme 
goal of achieving an “end [to] the age of fossil fuels”97. By analyzing emerging 
issues in 42,072 newspaper articles, researchers studying the Go Fossil Free cam-
paign found that the radical flank had had the positive effect of bringing radical 
and liberal issues increasingly to the center of attention.98

A study analyzing the yearly progress of campaigns run between 1945 and 
2006 found that a movement is more likely to advance its own political goals 
within a given year if a radical flank is present in that same year.95 Several studies 
also showed that radical flanks can promote public support for political goals 
and moderate groups.99–​101 In a study on the Black Lives Matter protests in the 
summer of 2020, researchers found that when there was a mix of non-​violent 
and violent protests, support for the movement’s policy goals increased among 
conservatives living in relatively liberal areas.99 And an experimental study com
paring various newspaper articles on an animal rights movement and on the cli-
mate movement found causal evidence for the presence of a radical flank leading 
to more support for the moderate group within the movement.100 It is worth 
noting, however, that while support for moderate groups may increase, research 
also suggests that the contrast between moderates and radicals can also lead to a 
decrease in support for the radical flank itself.101

Finding the right balance

These mixed and sometimes ambiguous findings highlight how difficult it can 
be to carry out a collective action that finds the right balance between public 
attention and support. Since collective actions don’t exist in a vacuum, what we 
can learn from the radical flank effects described in studies is that each action 
group operates in a vast network of actors within their movement, with each 
of these groups and actors having the ability to influence each other’s success. 
Every action that one climate action group takes, whether more or less radical, 
can affect the public’s perception of other groups participating in different col-
lective actions or the overarching movement.
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With that in mind, it might be worthwhile to reflect on the aims of each cli-
mate action group within the climate movement and then continually monitor 
the impact of their actions on the greater whole. Seeking discussions and 
collaborations with allied groups may support this process.

Box 3.9:  The bottom line

Evidence shows that a radical flank can have both positive and negative 
impacts within a given movement. A radical flank may draw attention 
away from the actual goals, decrease votes for parties that align with the 
cause, and potentially hamper the mobilizing efforts of more moderate 
groups. At the same time, a radical flank may bring radical ideas to the 
center of attention and increase support for their political goals and mod-
erate counterparts. A key takeaway from studies on the radical flank effect 
is that the collective action practices of one climate action group inevitably 
affect those of other groups.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 5: Using constructive disruption to reduce resistance to 
climate goals

One particular method that could be effective in gaining attention and public 
support –​ not necessarily for the group itself but for its political goals –​ is cre-
ating constructive disruption.

A study by Eric Shuman and colleagues from the University of Groningen, 
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and the Interdisciplinary Center Herzliya 
examined three types of collective action and their effect on people initially 
resistant to supporting the political demands of the portrayed social movements.102 
These actions were: normative non-​violent actions (peaceful demonstrations, 
petitions), non-​normative non-​violent actions (strikes, road blockages, sit-​ins), 
and non-​normative violent actions (riots, property destruction). Across different 
social movements (not including any climate movements), this study found that 
resistant individuals were particularly willing to support political concessions 
if the collective actions were non-​normative and non-​violent. Shuman and 
colleagues labeled the dynamic created by this type of collective action “con-
structive disruption”.

Within the context of collective action, a “disruption” refers to an action 
that cannot be ignored. One extreme example of disruptive action is an openly 
violent rebellion. Examples of less extreme disruptive action include street 
blockades or acts of sabotage like damaging a pipeline. The authors of this study 
argue that an action with a lower level of disruption is more easily ignored by 
people initially disinclined to support a social movement’s goals.102 This idea 
tells us that a certain level of disruption can be seen as beneficial and may even 
be necessary.
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However, for maximum effectiveness, an action’s disruptive elements  
must be balanced with constructive intentions. Regardless of how disruptive an  
action is, outsiders must perceive the people involved as acting constructively.  
Within the context of collective action, a “constructive” action is one in which  
outsiders believe that those involved are willing to desist once their demands  
are met and that those involved are not creating disruption for the sole purpose 
of being destructive but out of a true desire to seek an improvement in  
the situation for everyone.102 An example of a constructive disruption can be  
seen in Figure 3.3.

As can be seen in Figure 3.3, to be perceived as a group driven by con
structive intentions, it is beneficial to engage in actions with clear rationales. Put 
simply: opt for protest actions that speak for themselves. For example, it is intui-
tively easier to understand why climate action groups might block coal power 
plants than why they might block public transportation. The first action has a 
clear symbolic effect (as well as the direct effect of blocking the production of 
greenhouse gases). The second action, on the other hand, can easily be perceived 
as unconstructive.

The climate action group Extinction Rebellion had to deal with this kind of 
undesirable effect when, in 2019, certain group members blocked parts of the 
London metro system during rush hour103,104. Many commuters reacted very 
angrily and even violently towards the participating activists. It later came out 
that many members of Extinction Rebellion did not support this choice of action, 
with some denouncing the action as a mistake. The group announced they would 
learn from the event, re-​evaluate their internal decision-​making processes,103 and 
move away from this type of disruption.

It is worth noting that the perceived constructiveness of an action is highly 
context-​dependent. In one context, it may be considered appropriate to shut 
down an entire metro system for a day, and in another context, it may seem 
entirely inappropriate. Even though Extinction Rebellion did achieve attention 
with their choice of disruptive action, they did not achieve the desired balance 
of disruption and constructive intention within the public perception. However, 
a recent study suggests that despite the negative reactions to this disruptive 

Figure 3.3:  A balanced disruptive and constructive collective climate action
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action Extinction Rebellion’s work overall still had a positive effect on reducing 
opposition to pro-​environmental policies.105

Box 3.10:  The bottom line

If a disruptive action can be seen as fueled by constructive intentions, it can 
generate support for the acting group’s political goals, even among those 
who are initially resistant to the group’s advocated changes. Non-​normative 
non-​violent action, such as civil disobedience, has the greatest propensity 
for achieving the balance between disruption and constructive intentions, 
by demonstrating to outsiders that the action is aimed at improving the 
situation for all and will desist once the group’s goals are met.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 6: Ensuring that a climate action is seen as legitimate, 
relatable, and effective

Not everyone will be ready or willing to engage in disruptive action. And even 
for those who are and see themselves as having constructive intentions, the 
public can still wind up seeing these types of protests as nothing more than 
destructive. Indeed, even the media coverage of a largely peaceful protest can 
end up coloring the action as a whole as immoral or dangerous, thereby nega-
tively impacting public support. This was precisely the case with the 2017 G20 
protests in Hamburg. During these otherwise peaceful protests, a small group 
of activists engaged in acts of vandalism. As a result, all of the protests received 
negative press, and the focus was drawn away from what was being protested 
to the violence and criminality of the protesters themselves, thus shaping the 
public’s perception of the collective action in its entirety.106

What examples like these tell us is that in addition to being selective 
about which types of collective action we participate in (those more likely to 
be perceived as constructive), it is also important for climate action groups to 
design actions that will be perceived as legitimate, relatable, and effective in 
achieving change.

Ensuring that a climate action is seen as legitimate

Ensuring a collective action is perceived as legitimate and reasonable is particu-
larly important when that collective action might also be perceived as contro-
versial and non-​normative. We’ve already learned how the police’s perception 
of the legitimacy of a protest can influence whether it escalates (see Focus 1 –​ 
Strategy 4 in Chapter 2 for more on how peaceful protests escalate).

With respect to the general public, collective actions that are perceived 
as legitimate, reasonable, and moral generate more support among those not 
involved in the movement.71,85–​87 And, one method of creating an air of legit
imacy, reasonableness, and morality around an action is to clearly communicate 

 

 

 

 

 

 



84    The Psychology of Collective Climate Action

its justification –​ by highlighting the moral injustice against which people are 
protesting and explaining why that specific form of collective action was chosen. 
An example of this method might look like, “we want to stop this injustice directly 
where it’s happening”, or “we’ve tried everything else, and nothing has worked, 
so this is our last resort”. What’s most important here is that there is consensus 
among the members of a given group on what communication strategy is going 
to be used to justify their actions –​ ideally a strategy that keeps the values of the 
target audience in mind.

Another method for this kind of communication is highlighting the level 
of corruption within a given context (e.g., whale hunting), so that an action is 
more easily perceived as justified and legitimate.86 An impressive example of this 
can be seen in the 2016–​2017 disruptive action on the Dakota Access Pipeline. 
Ruby Montoya and Jessica Reznicek had tried all legal means in their attempt 
to stop the pipeline’s construction –​ they gathered signatures, attended public 
meetings, and joined demonstrations –​ with little success.107 Frustrated by the 
lack of progress, they decided to take matters into their own hands. On one 
night in November of 2016, these two women set fire to Dakota Access Pipeline 
equipment to the tune of $2.5 million in damages. Over the following six months, 
they continued setting fire to integral pipeline components. But their actions 
went largely unreported by the media. And the pipeline continued to be built. 
There was only one thing the two women felt they had left to try in order to bring 
substantial attention to the issue. Montoya and Reznicek drove to the respon-
sible state regulatory agency. Standing next to the agency’s sign, they publicly 
confessed their acts of eco-​sabotage to the media.107 They stated that while some 
might perceive their acts as violent, they saw it as necessary resistance against 
a private corporation that polluted water and seized land. They emphasized 
that they never harmed human life but only acted out of deep empathy. Ruby 
Montoya and Jessica Reznicek now face up to 20 years in prison –​ a sentence 
that would be among the longest ever served for eco-​activism in the U.S. Can 
you empathize with these two activists? Does their reasoning make you more inclined to 
describe the disruptive action as legitimate?

Ensuring that a climate action is seen as relatable and effective

How likely it is that we perceive an action as legitimate and how willing we are 
to support a movement or group is affected by our ability to identify with it.85 
People from outside as well as people inside a movement may perceive a non-​
normative collective action as immoral, which makes them less likely to identify 
with the action or the group. Moreover, the less people identify with an action, 
the less likely they are to support the action’s overarching movement or the goals 
of that movement.71

In fact, studies on radical flanks found that social identification may play 
an important role in a radical flank’s effect on public support. On the one hand, 
when people are instructed to compare a moderate group with a radical flank, this 
can decrease identification with, and therefore support for, the radical flank. On 
the other, seeing these differences can also provide the basis for identifying and 
supporting more moderate groups.100,101 Therefore, when planning a collective 
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action, climate action groups, and radical flanks in particular, might benefit from 
reflecting on how best to create a basis for identification (see Chapter 2 for more 
on social identification).

Research has also found that outsiders report being more willing to join 
future protests if they see a group’s chosen tactics as logical and effective at 
achieving change.87 Interestingly, this research also indicates that normative 
peaceful demonstrations were perceived as the most legitimate but not the most 
effective. Instead, non-​normative peaceful protests (constructive disruptions) 
were viewed as more effective. This perception of effectiveness is closely tied to 
a group’s efficacy beliefs, which we’ll learn more about in Chapter 5.

The key takeaway here is that when it comes to designing actions, cli-
mate action groups would do well to put effort into clearly communicating to 
outsiders and members alike why a particular tactic is being chosen and how 
that tactic will be effective in promoting socio-​ecological change.

Box 3.11:  The bottom line

Normative collective actions receive public support more easily because 
they are more likely to be perceived as legitimate. People engaged in non-​
normative collective action, on the other hand, need to make an effort to 
convince others that their actions are legitimate and morally justified if they 
want future support. A group that presents itself and its actions as relatable 
and effective can build support among those outside the movement.

DISCOVERING YOUR VALUE BASIS

Reading through this chapter on beliefs and emotions might have felt somewhat 
intense. So, it might by a good idea to take some time now to reflect on the 
values, moral beliefs, and core principles that guide you in your life. To that end, 
take a look at the following activity, which has been divided into two steps and 
is designed to help guide your reflection process.

Before getting started, it might be helpful to check out Figure 3.4 for an 
example of roughly how this task should look.

Step 1: Forming an overview of your value basis

1.	Draw a circle that has 7 concentric circles inside it. Label each circle 1 
through 7, ascending numerically to the outermost ring. Divide the circle 
up into sections that each represent the values presented in this chapter. 
Alternatively, you can download a template from the Wandelwerk website108 
or work through the task in your head.

2.	For each value, make a dot on the dividing line that aligns with the level of 
importance that value has for you, with 7 being extremely important and 1 
being unimportant.

3.	Connect the dots to get a clearer picture of your value basis.
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Step 2: Reflecting on your moral beliefs and values

1.	Find a different colored pen. For each value, now make a dot on the 
dividing line that aligns with the level of action you currently take towards 
pursuing that value in your life, with 7 meaning it is heavily pursued and 
1 meaning it is not pursued at all.

2.	For each value, how far apart or close together are these dots? Perhaps you    
assigned high importance (7) to the value of “justice” but determined 
you don’t actually do very much to actively pursue justice (2). Or perhaps 
you  assigned low importance (1) to the value of “dominance” but you 
pursued a career that requires you to take dominant positions (4).

3.	Take a moment to assess your dots. Once you’ve done that, make your way 
through the following questions:

	• How does the overall difference between my values and my current life look?
	• Is there anything that surprises me?
	• Is there anything that bothers me or threatens my self-​image?

4.	Determine your moral beliefs by asking yourself:
	• Which values have a clear right or wrong for me?
	• Which values would make me angry if they were violated?

5.	Determine how your values align with your social network by asking 
yourself:

	• Which of the values that are important to me do I express in conversations with 
my family members, friends, and colleagues?

	• Do I feel like they understand my moral beliefs?
	• Do I understand their moral beliefs?

Figure 3.4:  Example of a completed value wheel
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6.	Determine your place in collective climate action by asking yourself:
	• Am I involved in any particular collective climate actions?
	• If so, how do they reflect my values?
	• If not, what collective actions could I imagine might align with my values?
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4	 FRAMING CLIMATE ACTION

DEFINING FRAMING

Across various groups, including the field of climate communication, “framing” 
has become an increasingly popular buzzword. As, within this book, the idea has 
already been introduced that it may be a source of motivation to highlight spe-
cific aspects of a collective climate action (such as its legitimacy, relatability, and 
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effectiveness), let’s now focus on connecting this idea to the concept of framing. 
Importantly, framing can be useful in all areas of motivating collective climate 
action –​ be it through people’s social identification, moral beliefs, efficacy beliefs, 
or other motivations.

Frames are everywhere, in-​between the lines of communication, in the 
unwritten rules of institutions, and even in the form of a collective climate action. 
Framing concerns the choice of what we say, how we say it, what we emphasize, 
and what we leave unsaid. Thereby, framing shapes how all of us –​ often uncon-
sciously –​ think about, talk about, and perceive what is happening around and 
inside of us.

The exact definition of framing varies across the fields of economics, pol-
itics, social sciences, and ecology. The definition used throughout this book 
comes from the US-​based activism communications organization the Center 
for Story-​based Strategy. For them, framing is the design of a narrative with 
“characters, conflicts, images, and foreshadowing that reinforces a good story 
and creates meaning for an audience”.1 This definition emphasizes that the pro
cess of framing is aimed at reaching people’s hearts and minds, and that if we 
want to understand framing completely it makes sense to look at what frames 
are made of: stories.

In 1944, psychologists Fritz Heider and Mary-​Ann Simmel from Smith 
College ran a simple but significant experiment to show how human brains 
are wired to interpret and create meaning through stories. In their experiment, 
they presented participants with an animation of a pair of triangles and a circle 
moving around a square.2,3 They then asked the participants to describe what 
was happening. Some of the participants described the circle as “chasing” the 
triangle –​ thus creating a story out of nothing more than a need to interpret the 
animation presented to them. This example illustrates how our human brains 
often inevitably search for and create stories.

Such storytelling can also take place on the collective level. Through his-
tory and institutions, groups can create stories that shape cultures and people’s 
ways of establishing collective meaning. As a consequence, it is important to 
challenge stories that don’t serve socio-​ecological change, especially if they are 
silent, harmful assumptions pervasive in the dominant culture.

Similar to what you have now read about collective action, the influence 
of stories lies in our perception of them and the meaning we give them –​ much 
more so than in how things actually happened.

“The way in which the world is imagined determines at 
any particular moment what people will do.”4

As researchers, this Author Team strongly believes in the power of knowledge 
and facts. However, as psychologists, we also see the need to bridge the gap 
between information and action. In that vein, it may be useful for climate action 
groups to intentionally create stories that have the potential to influence people’s 
perceptions and actions. That’s where framing comes in.
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CHALLENGING EXISTING FRAMES

In some cases, it may be sufficient to change how we talk about an issue in order 
to create a new frame that facilitates a certain response from a target group. For 
example, research found that US Americans show greater support for reducing 
economic inequality when it is framed as a lower-​class disadvantage (and not as an 
upper-​class advantage).5 In other cases, much more than a simple change in word 
choice may be needed.

Climate action groups can try to analyze and change pre-​existing frames. 
An illustrative example of places where we can challenge existing frames is in 
how we look at maps.1 From an early age, we’re shown maps of the world. From 
map to map, the world’s continents do not change in size –​ Europe is always 
small, North America is always large –​ and we begin to take these maps as fact. 
And facts are always neutral, right?

In reality, maps can be anything but neutral. For the two-​dimensional maps 
shown to us to educate us in world geography, both Europe and North America 
actually appear far larger than they truly are (Mercator projection). Europe is 
typically placed in the middle of these geographical maps. This disproportion 
and focus is a Eurocentric framing that can establish perceptions of regional sig-
nificance, or lack thereof.

Climate action groups can try to alter existing frames. For example,  
Image  4.1 shows climate protesters holding a banner that reads “There are  
no jobs on a dead planet”. Historically, the climate movement and the labor  
movement have often clashed over the need to keep fossil fuels in the ground  

Image 4.1:  Activists carrying a banner with a framed message, Germany 
(2018). 
Photo by Ende Gelände/​ Christian Willner (CC BY-​SA 2.0)
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versus protecting industrial jobs. Today, there is still a common perception of a  
divide between jobs and the environment. The banner tries to resolve this divide  
by framing the environment as the basis for providing well-​paid industrial jobs.

These examples illustrate the necessity of analyzing the pre-​existing 
frames that shape our view of the world in order to strategically create new 
ones. Most of the time though, climate action groups run with existing stories 
and frames rather than creating fundamentally new ones. The next section 
describes ideas for new frames that could increase the outreach of collective 
climate action.

HOW WE CAN CREATE FRAMES FOR COLLECTIVE 
CLIMATE ACTION

Generally speaking, frames are more persuasive when they are internally 
consistent, supported by reality, and shared by sources that are perceived 
as credible and trustworthy.6,7 Three types of frames are typically found in 
social movements: identifying problems and attributions (diagnostic frames), 
predicting the likely course of events (prognostic frames), and promoting the 
desire to achieve something (motivational frames).6

A climate action group might apply a diagnostic frame by highlighting 
the injustices and moral violations of big oil companies. The group might 
frame the actions of the oil companies by saying, “these companies are 
fueling an increase of climate disasters, which hit the Global South and future 
generations the hardest, all while making a profit”. Some group names even 
make use of specific frames. For instance, the climate action group Just Stop 
Oil uses a diagnostic frame by highlighting the problem of oil extraction. Its 
German counterpart, Letzte Generation [Last Generation], includes a prognostic 
frame in their name by underlining that they are the last generation capable 
of preventing the climate crisis from escalating irreparably. And the name 
of the climate action group Fridays for Future can be seen as a motivational 
frame as it emphasizes the group’s desire to achieve a future goal. Indeed, in a 
study on 15 homeless social movement organizations, researchers found that 
movement effectiveness can be increased by employing diagnostic and prog-
nostic frames.8

In addition to these social movement frames, there are frames that are 
typically recommended for communicating climate change. These may also be 
transferred to the framing of collective climate action. The book The Psychology of 
Climate Change Communication9 offers some guidance here.

One of the framing methods recommended in this book is to address mul-
tiple motivational types at once. We all approach our goals in different ways –​ 
while some of us may strive for an ideal and seek to promote change (focus 
on promotion), others may be more concerned with what should be done to 
prevent negative outcomes (focus on prevention). Importantly, both these ways 
of approaching goals are useful in fighting the climate crisis, though the motiv-
ations differ. If collective climate action seeks to motivate a wide range of people, 
it is therefore useful to frame an issue in terms of promotion (using words such 
as ideal, hope, desire, progress, and opportunity) and prevention (using words 
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such as ought, maintain, responsibility, necessity, protect). Using both frame 
types could also be helpful when trying to find new and diverse members for a 
climate action group.

Another framing method is to localize and globalize the climate crisis at the 
same time by emphasizing the consequences of climate change that connect to 
our own individual lives and to the bigger picture.10 For climate action groups, 
this could mean framing actions in terms of not only global but also local 
environmental problems and solutions. For example, a global climate march 
could highlight the steps that a local government needs to take to align with the 
global Paris Agreement.

Yet another framing method recommended in this book is to focus on 
present and future losses –​ a message could read “losing less now instead of 
losing more in the future”.9 Rather than focusing only on the future, frames 
should aim to include present losses. Moreover, these loss frames may also 
be more effective than emphasizing what is to be gained. When considering 
which injustices to highlight in a protest, a climate action group could, for 
example, pick out an already existing climate impact and give a voice to the 
people affected by it. For example, the annual Wir haben es satt [We’re fed up] 
protests in Berlin are organized by a coalition of farmers and climate action 
groups demanding a change to a more environmentally and socially just 
agricultural policy in the face of current and future climate threats and farm 
extinctions.

The last recommended framing method we’re going to touch on here is 
linking the climate issue to other issues that are relevant to society. The cli-
mate crisis can be framed as an environmental threat, but also as an economic, 
health, and national security threat. Such framing choices may be particularly 
important when climate action groups seek to build coalitions with other groups 
and movements. As previously stated, it remains important that the framing in 
terms of other threats is supported by reality and that people can easily make the 
link between these threats.

Box 4.1:  The bottom line

Research shows that social movements can be effective when they use 
diagnostic frames (what is wrong), prognostic frames (what will happen), 
and motivational frames (what can we achieve). Moreover, climate issues 
are more likely to be understood by a target group when they are framed 
as local, present threats that are associated with current losses as well as 
future ones, not only to the environment but also to other societally rele-
vant areas, such as the economy, health, and national security. In applying 
these frames, climate action groups can appeal to both promotion-​oriented 
and prevention-​oriented individuals.

 

 

 

 

 

 



Framing climate action    99

Box 4.2:  Food for thought –​ The climate 
justice frame

If you’re interested in a more in-​depth exploration of how climate justice 
can be framed, take a look at the 12-​month Framing Climate Justice research 
project that brought together climate justice organizers in the UK.11 For 
the authors of this research project, placing justice at the heart of climate 
change communication is essential. To this end, they suggest highlighting 
solidarity with those disproportionately impacted while also acknow-
ledging injustices within the UK. Frames should include affected groups as 
central actors in decision-​making processes in a “self-​direction is key” vein. 
The authors also stress the importance of being cautious when applying 
emergency frames. Many people are already well aware of the urgency of 
the climate crisis, and overly alarmist messaging might hinder the poten-
tial for solidarity. According to the researchers, it may be better, then, to 
focus on drawing clear connections between climate issues, capitalism, and 
colonialism.

CONSIDERING TARGET AUDIENCES IN FRAMING DECISIONS

As nice as it would be, there’s no one-​size-​fits-​all method of framing. Whether a 
climate action group is addressing its members, like-​minded groups, or people 
from outside the movement makes a big difference in how a message should 
be framed in order to resonate with the target audience. In the quest for useful 
frames, it is therefore crucial to consider relevant characteristics of a target audi-
ence and to understand its values.

Framing an issue in terms of people’s existing values can make the issue 
more appealing and impactful. This method, called value-​based communication, 
was discussed in Chapter 2 as a way of linking existing and new groups to the 
fight against the climate crisis, and Chapter 3 provided a basis for considering 
which values may be relevant to a specific target group.

A study by researchers from the Centre for Research on Environmental 
Decisions at Columbia University illustrates this point.9 These researchers 
surveyed a national sample about a policy program that would raise the cost of 
certain climate-​damaging products and use the money to fund renewable energy 
and carbon capture projects. The researchers employed two different frames and 
then measured the support for the program for each framing method. They found 
that there was significantly more support when the program was described as a 
“carbon offset” (52%) compared to a “carbon tax” (39%). Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
a person’s political affiliation corresponded to how they viewed these frames. 
Participants with more liberal views tended not to discriminate between the two 
frames at all, whereas conservative-​leaning participants showed a strong prefer-
ence for the “carbon offset” frame.9 Issue framing may therefore be particularly 
important if a climate action group targets individuals who place less importance 
on environmental and climate justice values (typically conservative voters).
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This study shows how powerful frames can be when they target people’s 
values. The same reasoning also applies to other characteristics of a target audi-
ence, such as their socio-​demographic backgrounds and their psychological and 
motivational states. Therefore, a target audience member’s social identifica-
tion, perceived social norms, moral beliefs, emotions, and perceived efficacy are 
useful to consider when deciding on a framing strategy.

Box 4.3:  The bottom line

For frames to be effective, they must be tailored to the values, demo-
graphics, and other psychological characteristics of a target group. As a 
whole, framing is a method that can help climate action groups make use 
of the manifold psychological processes addressed in this book.

Box 4.4:  Note –​ Framing in this book

Framing, like storytelling, can serve purposes both good and bad. It there-
fore feels important to mention that this book, the stories we tell, and the 
messages we imply, comprise a contemporary product of our time. Political 
discourses are constantly being negotiated, and so too are the framings and 
labels we use and the meanings we draw from them. The projects, people, 
and places we reference throughout this book bear futures we cannot pre-
dict, making it possible that the terms we use today will be outdated or 
even considered offensive tomorrow.

As you reflect on this chapter, on the power and privilege of shaping 
our own stories, we ask you to take agency in your interpretation of our 
words: find your own examples, design your own labels, cross out what 
feels wrong, and write in what feels right. From its inception, this book 
was a collaboration among the authors. And we hope you see yourself as a 
fellow collaborator of this book as well.
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DEFINING EFFICACY BELIEFS

Efficacy beliefs are a potential source of motivation or demotivation that everyone 
involved in the climate movement has most likely experienced at one point or 
another. At times, it can feel like change is truly possible, like climate action groups 
and their members are really contributing to large-​scale transformation. At other 
times, it can feel like nothing is moving forward, like we’re better off hiding away 
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from the world and just giving up. These are the extremes of the feeling and per-
ception of efficacy, the endpoints on the spectrum of our efficacy beliefs.

The following excerpt is taken from an unpublished interview study 
conducted with environmentally engaged people regarding their moments of 
efficacy. In it, a person involved in a seed exchange describes enthusiastically 
how, for them, positive change can spread and grow just like a seed does.

It was a seed exchange and there are people who just have a huge box 
full of seeds [...] and now I have the seeds myself. So now I can multiply 
the seeds [...], let’s say, I can make 40 seeds out of it, then I have a multi-
plication of 40. So, and that is what is exciting. And when everyone starts 
multiplying, then nature is something like a catalyst that leads to the fact 
that you don’t feel weak, but that you can achieve something together.

[translated from the original German]

It takes courage to both face your fears of ineffectiveness and to let yourself 
feel effective in the face of a threat as great as the climate crisis. As described in 
Chapter 2, a sense of efficacy can be considered a psychological need that, when 
met, can push us towards action. If our need for efficacy is satisfied, it can lead 
to a happy and healthy life and can keep us attached to groups that make us feel 
efficacious.1 Efficacy beliefs can also be seen as pulling us towards specific goals 
and keeping up our motivation to pursue them. Accordingly, they motivate our 
actions in a wide variety of contexts.2 It is therefore not surprising that efficacy 
beliefs are also highly relevant to collective climate action.3–​5 Throughout this 
book, and similar to moral beliefs, efficacy beliefs comprise both perceptions 
and feelings. Previous research finds that two types of efficacy beliefs are key 
for involvement in protest and volunteering: collective efficacy and participative 
efficacy.6,7

Collective efficacy

Collective efficacy is the belief that we as a group can achieve our goals through 
joint action. An example of this is a Fridays for Future protester believing that 
their group can really influence political decision-​making. When protesters 
chant “Power to the people, ’cause the people got the power”, this highlights 
their feelings of collective efficacy. There are as many collective efficacy beliefs as 
there are groups that we ourselves feel part of.

Participative efficacy

Participative efficacy is the belief that one’s own contribution is important for 
a group and that without that individual participation the group might not 
achieve its goals. An example of this can be seen in an individual believing that 
their contribution to their neighborhood’s new energy cooperative is necessary 
because of their background knowledge, without which the group might not 
succeed. Participative efficacy is also reflected in the title of Greta Thunberg’s 
book No One is Too Small to Make a Difference.8
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FROM EFFICACY BELIEFS TO COLLECTIVE CLIMATE ACTION

Collective efficacy can be connected to a variety of climate actions, such as joining 
an environmental protest (like the one shown in Image 5.1), marching in a cli
mate strike, riding one’s bike in a protest for a bike-​friendly city, signing a peti-
tion against coal mining, signing a Greenpeace petition, supporting protests in the 
German Hambach Forest, and participating in a local neighborhood initiative 
for climate protection, just to name a few.9–​17 Each of these examples of the link 
between collective efficacy and climate action have been demonstrated through 
studies, and these studies show how people are more motivated to join climate 
protests and initiatives if they believe that their joint actions as a climate action 
group are indeed effective. One study on anti-​whaling activism, for example, 
showed how collective efficacy was relevant for supporting not only normative 
climate action, such as signing petitions, but also non-​normative forms of cli-
mate action, such as damaging whaling vessels.18

Interestingly, there are also many studies showing that collective effi-
cacy is not that relevant for climate action when participative efficacy is 
studied simultaneously.19–​23 In these studies, which focused on involvement in 
Transition Town initiatives, volunteer work in the fight against water privatiza-
tion, camps for climate action, and participation in socio-​ecological initiatives, 
participative efficacy was found to be more vital than collective efficacy.24–​29 
While collective efficacy is an important driver of climate action in general, 
current research suggests that participative efficacy is even more important.

There are two additional ways of looking at efficacy beliefs: building initial  
efficacy beliefs and maintaining resilient efficacy beliefs.

Image 5.1:  Environmental Protest in Detroit, USA (2019). 
Photo by Paul Becker, Becker1999 (CC BY 2.0 Deed)
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Building efficacy beliefs

Building initial efficacy beliefs might be most important for getting people to 
join climate groups. (Potential) newcomers really have to feel that they can 
make a significant contribution to the climate movement and that the actions of 
the movement will be effective in promoting change. Research shows that it is 
easier to build efficacy beliefs earlier in life as optimism tends to fade with age.30 
Indeed, so-​called youthful optimism helps with overcoming doubts and taking 
action even in the face of immense challenges. It should therefore be considered 
important to avoid criticizing the optimism of any newcomers to a climate action 
group, as it just may have been their optimism that led them to get involved in 
the first place.

Maintaining efficacy beliefs

All of us who become involved in the climate movement face setbacks and failure 
at one point or another. An interview study found that the longer a person was 
involved in collective action, the more effort it took to maintain their efficacy 
beliefs.30 Most who are members of climate action groups struggle with efficacy 
beliefs over time, but it may be comforting to hear that this is a common phe-
nomenon and that they are not alone with this. The findings of the interview 
study also show how important it is that our efficacy beliefs are flexible and 
resilient, so they can withstand defeat. Figure 5.1 gives a theoretical example 
of how efficacy beliefs ideally become more resilient over the course of climate 
movement engagement.

Box 5.1:  The privilege of feeling effective

Before jumping into strategies for fostering efficacy beliefs, it is relevant to 
mention the inequalities inherent in the possibility of feeling effective that 
make efficacy beliefs something that can be regarded as a privilege.

Previous research acknowledges that people can deal with failure 
more easily if they have resources –​ be that time, money, social contacts, or 
support.31 One study found that those who have a higher socio-​economic 
status and are male are more likely to have stronger efficacy beliefs.32 
Moreover, a just system with less corruption can make it easier to develop 
efficacy beliefs.18 And, people in countries with a higher GDP and in which 
women are more strongly politically represented report a stronger general 
perception of control.33

Where we’re born, our socio-​economic status, our gender, and even 
our country’s GDP are all closely linked to the possibility we feel we have 
within us to be effective. So, fighting these injustices becomes an essen-
tial part of building and maintaining the efficacy beliefs needed to work 
towards climate justice.
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HOW WE CAN FOSTER EFFICACY BELIEFS

Efficacy beliefs should not be confused with actual efficacy or success. Of 
course, in most cases, we build our beliefs about efficacy on previous successes. 
However, especially in the case of the climate crisis, success is oftentimes not 
visible and depends strongly on our own interpretation of a given situation. Just 
how much “success” depends on interpretation can be seen in interviews with 
road-​blockading activists who developed efficacy beliefs despite being unsuc-
cessful in their core mission.34 Their failed collective action left them with the 
impression that action is even more urgently needed and therefore legitimate. 
Additionally, they perceived other aims as accomplished, such as contributing to 
building the movement. These perceptions strengthened their sense of efficacy 
and motivated future actions.31

Since efficacy beliefs surrounding climate action do not only depend on 
success but also on our own perceptions, it is crucial to know how to foster such 
perceptions. Previous research has shown, however, that it is quite difficult to 
foster climate-​ and environment-​related efficacy beliefs.12,35,36 This finding makes 
a lot of sense: climate action groups often struggle to convince large segments 
of the population of their joint efficacy, so why should this task be any easier for 
researchers? Fostering efficacy beliefs is complex, especially as people seem to 
diverge in the factors influencing their beliefs.

Figure 5.1:  Theoretical development of a person’s efficacy beliefs with higher and 
lower levels of efficacy beliefs, as well as initial struggles and ultimate resilience
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In interviews that are yet to be published, our Author Team found that 
people engaged in socio-​ecological change strongly differ in what forms the 
basis of their efficacy beliefs. One person drew a feeling of efficacy from the 
memory of a very successful protest –​ even though, or perhaps because, the four 
before it were unsuccessful. Another person maintained their efficacy belief by 
recycling in the workplace and therefore setting an example; even though they 
were also involved in crucial political decision-​making, this did not give them 
the same feeling of effectiveness.

Those of us who have long been involved in the climate movement 
probably already have a few strategies up our sleeves for coping with failure 
and the coinciding sense of inefficacy. Still, there may be times when it is 
difficult to use these tactics. With that in mind, and considering that people 
new to the movement probably haven’t needed to develop these kinds of 
tactics yet, exploring strategies for fostering efficacy beliefs is worthwhile 
for us all.

In the following, you can get to know several strategies for promoting effi-
cacy beliefs. Focus 1 is about strategies accentuating positive changes. Focus 2 
features strategies for nurturing efficacy within a group.

Focus 1: Accentuating positive changes

It is easier for us to get involved in collective climate action if we have perceived 
positive changes in the past. For example, successful protests can lead us to 
anticipate similar successes in the future.

Box 5.2:  Sense of efficacy

Here is space to reflect on your own sense of efficacy on your climate 
journey so far.

Ask yourself:

	• What have been my highs?
	• In which instances have I felt especially effective in facing the climate crisis?
	• Was I on my own or with a group?

Then ask yourself:

	• What have been my lows?
	• In which instances have I felt like I was losing faith?
	• How did I regain a sense of efficacy?
	• How do I currently feel about my efficacy, and what influences it these days?

You may find it helpful to organize these moments into a trajectory, as in 
Figure 5.1, which will help to show you where you have come from and 
where you may be heading.
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Focus 1 –​ Strategy 1: Highlighting success and efficacy

Success can clearly help build a sense of efficacy. This is why focusing on an 
action’s success, its effectiveness, and your own contribution to it is a very 
important strategy for fostering efficacy beliefs.

Focusing on success

One study from the universities of Leipzig and Queensland had participants all 
under the age of 30 read a text on the transition to sustainable mobility transi-
tion in Germany.37 Participants were divided into two groups. The first group 
was assigned a text that claimed individuals under 30 were working together to 
promote environmentally-​friendly mobility behavior, and that their efforts were 
positively impacting the use of hybrid and electric vehicles in Germany. The 
second group was assigned the same text, but it stated that the under 30s had 
not created any change. Participants who read the first text were more convinced 
that they could, along with others, contribute to a sustainable mobility transi-
tion, which in turn was related to engagement in climate action. In this study, 
even a short text was enough to elicit these perceptions of efficacy.

Efficacy messaging such as this is used a lot by climate action groups. The 
line “we are the investment risk”, used by the climate action group Ende Gelände 
in their video of a coal mine blockade,38 implies that they as a group can disturb 
the regular procedures of coal mining. An additional study found that in order to 
foster efficacy beliefs in others it is useful to focus communication on the chance 
of success, however small, rather than on the large chance of failure.39

Our own engagement with social media can also be a tool for influen-
cing our efficacy beliefs. In many cases, we can influence how often we con-
front ourselves with stories of success and stories of failure. People involved 
in collective climate action could therefore ask themselves what type of stories 
they want to read and how much information on catastrophes and failure they 
can endure without their perceived efficacy, and consequently their motivation 
for action, diminishing. While it is not often talked about, it is not uncommon 
for members of climate action groups to take breaks from reading the news in 
order to recuperate and rebuild efficacy beliefs. This is why the emerging trend 
of constructive journalism, highlighting positive news, is very important. One 
example of constructive journalism is the online magazine Perspective Daily,40 
which covers topics such as sustainability, health, education, and society, and 
explicitly focuses on solutions instead of problems, so that readers gain a better 
idea of how to effect change in the world.

Not only journalists but every one of us can consider the effect positive and 
negative messaging has on others and their efficacy perceptions. For example, 
climate justice activist Tadzio Müller writes,

As an exponent of the disobedient, anti-​growth wing of the climate 
movement, I have to explain ‘our’ strategy internally and represent it exter-
nally. That means every day that I communicate politically I have to bridge 
the distance in my mind between my knowledge of the near 100 percent 
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probability of climate collapse and my hopeful speeches. My means to do 
this: magical movement realism.41

[translated from the original German]

Conveying hopeful messages can take a lot of effort and might also make it dif-
ficult to get into authentic contact with others. Thus, it is necessary to carefully 
weigh the reasons for bringing good and bad news to others.

Linking success to our actions

A number of interview studies suggest that success has even more potential 
to foster efficacy beliefs if it occurs unexpectedly.30 One example of this can be 
seen with the 2010 anti-​nuclear protests in Gorleben, Germany. Shortly after the 
protests, the terrible Fukushima catastrophe occurred, prompting the German 
government led by the conservative party to rapidly pass a nuclear phase out 
resolution. Through speaking with protesters, Wandelwerk learned that the 
unforeseen success of a coal phase out positively impacted participants’ efficacy 
beliefs in the long term, especially for those whom this protest was their first 
activist experience. It is not clear to what extent the normative demonstrations 
and non-​normative blockades, taken together with the Fukushima catastrophe, 
influenced the government’s decision. However, by actively attributing a success 
to the contributions of a group and its members, groups can build a sense of 
efficacy.30,42

Linking success to our own contribution, however indirect, has its place 
in fostering efficacy beliefs. As discussed in Chapter 3, Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4 on 
considering the impacts of a radical flank, the influence of climate action groups 
within a movement can be manifold and indirect. Impacts are often hard to 
detect, making it difficult to feel directly effective. But the invisibility of impacts 
can also provide flexibility in just how we interpret efficacy.

During the rise of the Fridays for Future movement, for example, many 
newspaper articles questioned why the climate movement had not managed 
to address and mobilize that many people earlier –​ what had they been doing 
wrong?43 As we on the Author Team experienced, this led to a lot of long-​term 
members of the movement feeling frustrated and as though their previous efforts 
were being belittled, which in turn negatively affected their efficacy beliefs.

Here’s where using an attribution strategy comes in –​ rather than 
diminishing the value of previous actions, long-​term members of climate groups 
would do well to look at how their own and their group’s contributions led to 
the rise of Fridays for Future. For example, if they were involved in environmental 
education, it’s possible they contributed to motivating students to initiate or join 
this movement. One could also take the perspective that the pre-​existing climate 
movement had already set the stage and mobilized a society-​wide consensus 
upon which Fridays for Future was able to build, before ultimately bringing 
the masses to the streets. In Germany, for example, large protests took place in 
Hambach Forest a couple of months before the emergence of Fridays for Future.44

Within climate action groups, a culture that makes everyone feel that 
their own contribution is valuable and seen by others is crucial to promote 
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participative efficacy.28 The following interview statement in the study on the 
Slow Food initiative reflects this: “to get that sort of appreciation back, it was 
heartening and rejuvenating, like we’re in this together”.45 As actual, physical 
feedback about the impacts of collective climate action is oftentimes invisible, an 
appreciative social feedback culture is key for building and maintaining efficacy 
beliefs within groups.28,46

Efforts should be acknowledged and celebrated, no 
matter how successful they might or might not be.

For example, social feedback was provided at the end of a training seminar for 
sustainability coaches for the climate action group network n. Participants were 
tasked with attaching a piece of paper to each other’s backs and then invited to 
go round the room and write on this piece of paper the potential and skills they 
saw in each person. Being reminded of their skills in such a way likely boosted 
their efficacy beliefs and strengthened the bond of the group.

Yet, we needn’t always look to others for appreciative social feedback –​ we 
always have the opportunity to engage in self-​affirmation and to appreciate our 
own work.47 Appreciative self-​feedback can help to make us less dependent on 
feedback from others and therefore more resilient in times of feedback scarcity 
or group conflict.

Box 5.3:  The bottom line

If a climate action group wants to foster beliefs and feelings of efficacy, 
they need to emphasize already existing successes and explicitly highlight 
the efficacy of the group’s role in those successes. Success is even more 
motivating if it comes unexpectedly. In order to maintain efficacy beliefs 
in the face of both success and failure, it is key to develop strategies that 
attribute success to one’s own (group) efforts and build appreciative feed-
back cultures.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 2: Emphasizing that many others are involved

Looking back at 2019, it seems remarkable that the climate action group Fridays 
for Future was able to sustain weekly school strikes for the climate for over a year. 
Regardless of how you might have viewed this climate action, the strike was an 
impressive display of collective fortitude and determined action, reinforced even 
further by its public visibility. The strike frequently occupied the spotlight in 
news media around the world. All the while, the Fridays for Future logo became 
a common sight, popping up in social media profile pictures and as stickers on 
traffic signs, lamp posts, and city walls.

Making visible the fact that social norms are shifting towards climate action 
and that many people are already engaged in climate action is a relevant lever 
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for promoting efficacy beliefs. If we feel that others are inactive, our feeling of 
efficacy dwindles. If we feel that many others are also standing up, this can be a 
strong motivator, especially if this feeling is based on a group’s unity.48 Numerous 
studies show that large numbers of participants in protests or petitions foster effi-
cacy beliefs.14,15,49,50 It thus seems important to mention the numbers and generate 
the feeling that they are large (descriptive norm) and increasing (norm trend, see 
Focus 1 –​ Strategy 3 in Chapter 2 for more on group norms).

In one study, students at the University of Groningen read texts they were  
told were written by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.16 All partici
pants first received information on climate change. One group of participants 
was then told that people across the globe are collectively fighting climate 
change, while another group was not given this information. The participants 
who received this additional information perceived more efficacy, which in turn 
promoted a variety of climate actions. Another investigation on anti-​coal mining 
activism found that protest imagery on climate action can indeed increase the 
perception that a large number of people are involved, which in turn fosters effi-
cacy beliefs.14

However, climate action groups should not rely on a single picture or video 
for sparking efficacy beliefs. In one study, participants watched activist videos 
about the Hambach Forest protests.12 While they clearly perceived one specific 
video as portraying efficacy, none of the videos actually influenced their personal 
belief in their own ability to reduce climate change.

What can we take from this? When it comes to campaign material, rather 
than showing an image of three people at a protest, the image could show three 
protesters with many others walking behind them. The social justice movement 
Occupy Wallstreet’s narrative, “we are the 99%”, also illustrates putting the focus 
on a larger group. In workshops on environmental psychology, Wandelwerk 
members often use the trailer of the movie Tomorrow51 to demonstrate how 
viewing large numbers of people practicing socio-​ecological alternatives can 
increase people’s efficacy. When organizing events, meetings, and protests, cli-
mate action groups could, every so often, join forces with other climate groups 
so as to give the feeling that there are many people already involved in the 
movement. What is more, large coalitions like these may also motivate individ-
uals outside the climate movement. For instance, the occurrence of large climate 
marches positively influenced belief in the efficacy of acting collectively against 
climate change among conservatives in the US.52

When large numbers are involved in collective climate actions, it’s 
important to consider the context of an action, to highlight incidental injustices, 
and to not forget to provide action guidance to individuals.

Context matters

A study on anti-​coal mining and anti-​whaling activism found that focusing on 
normative rather than non-​normative forms of protest was more effective in 
raising efficacy beliefs.18 This was especially true when an action took place in 
a context without corruption. However, if corruption such as bribing to legalize 
whaling was present, non-​normative forms of protest were perceived as more 
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legitimate (see Chapter 3, Focus 2 –​ Strategy 6 for more on designing a climate 
action so it is perceived as legitimate, relatable, and effective).

In another study, the type of collective action portrayed in the images of 
campaign material, whether it was a protest or small activist meeting, made no 
difference in influencing efficacy beliefs.14 Taking the findings of these studies 
together, we suggest that rather than the type of collective action in and of itself, 
the context around a collective action seems relevant for how it is perceived.

Highlighting incidental injustices

The climate crisis is inevitably connected to structural injustices. However, a 
meta-​analysis of collective action in general (including climate action) found that 
efficacy beliefs relate to action more strongly in contexts of incidental injustice.53 
This may be because it seems easier to fight incidental injustice, while struc-
tural injustice takes more time and effort to address. If a climate action group 
wants to promote climate action through raising efficacy beliefs, it could thus be 
useful to search for an incidental injustice as a hook when portraying protests 
and the large numbers of people involved. For example, if a group wants to call 
for protests against structural climate injustice in the Global South, it might be 
beneficial to look for an incidental injustice to focus on first –​ for example, per-
haps there is a country in the Global South in which a specific nature protection 
law has recently been transgressed for the first time (an incidental injustice) and 
now endangers the local population.

Don’t forget to provide individual action guidance

Emphasizing large numbers needs to be combined with providing practical ideas 
for how individuals can contribute. This is especially relevant for newcomers 
and outsiders who are not yet involved in collective climate action.

In one interview study, participants were required to watch an episode 
of Years of Living Dangerously, which portrays best practice examples of people 
already contributing to a socio-​ecological transition.54 Afterwards, one inter
viewee said, “the information is empowering, but I’m disempowered in that, 
what can I do about it? I rent an apartment so I can’t go out and get solar [panels].” 
Here we see an example of someone individualizing a structural problem that 
actually requires collective climate action, the result of which was disempower-
ment. It is questionable whether a climate documentary alone can provide indi-
vidual action guidance suitable for everyone. Yet, climate action groups could 
create contexts where people could watch such material together and discuss 
where and how they can become active in their local surroundings.

This participant’s statement demonstrates how someone can simultaneously 
feel an increase in collective efficacy while not developing participative efficacy 
(the belief that they as an individual can significantly contribute to a group). 
This conflict is connected to a paradox surrounding collective and participative 
efficacy.55 If a movement is shown to involve large numbers of people, collective 
efficacy may increase at the expense of participative efficacy. In other words, 
some may think their individual contribution is no longer needed. Mobilizing 
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messages should therefore be comprised of a balance of fostering efficacy beliefs 
regarding the group and fostering efficacy beliefs regarding each individual’s 
contribution to that group.

Box 5.4:  The bottom line

By portraying that many people are already involved in the climate 
movement and its groups, efficacy beliefs can be positively influenced. 
Focusing on incidental injustice and providing guidance on how to become 
personally involved seem central.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 3: Eliciting positive feelings and hope

You might be familiar with that exciting rush of feeling like you can achieve any-
thing –​ in your personal life, in your job, or even with regard to socio-​ecological 
change. As much as efficacy beliefs are connected to thoughts and perceptions, 
they are also connected to feelings and emotions.

Scholars have proposed that, in order to promote efficacy 
beliefs, people need to experience emotional reactions 

rather than be confronted with rational reasons.56

Emotional reactions can be feeling enthusiastic, strong, proud, or moved, and 
they in turn promote climate action.12,24,28,42,57,58 Notably, fear does not seem to 
affect people’s belief in their own efficacy.16,59 However, those experiencing fear 
in the face of climate change may be encouraged to act when that fear is coupled 
with the idea that they have the means to face it (with efficacy beliefs).60

One of the emotions most strongly connected to efficacy beliefs is the feeling 
of hope.24,28,61 Previous surveys indicate that of those who accept the reality of cli
mate change, more than 50% feel the situation is hopeless.54 But, hope comes in 
many colors –​ in the context of climate change, many of us may hope that the 
consequences of climate change won’t be as severe as predicted. In its extreme 
form, however, this hope can overlap with forms of climate change denial62. We 
may hope that technical solutions are invented, but if we rely too much on tech-
nical solutions, this has the potential to lead to inaction.63

Or we may hope that socio-​ecological change is possible. This kind of hope, 
sometimes referred to as “constructive hope”,64 is inextricably linked to efficacy 
beliefs. One of our authors still remembers the feeling of watching a video of an 
Ende Gelände action she had participated in. For her, the video sparked feelings of 
both deep desperation regarding the current state of the world and, at the same 
time, deep appreciation for everyone who was fighting for a just and sustain-
able world. Despite the resistance to change being so large, the video ultimately 
left her with a feeling of being moved by the possibility of change (hopefulness) 
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she saw therein. It gave her a sense that this group and its actions could have a 
meaningful impact.

Findings are mixed on whether hopeful messages about the climate crisis 
actually lead to perceptions of efficacy or collective climate action.23,65–​67 One 
study found that efficacy beliefs only influenced action when people were also 
hopeful,61 which highlights hope as a necessary condition for efficacy beliefs. So, 
in terms of climate messaging, it may be a good idea to focus on both the idea 
that change is possible and the idea that individuals and groups can contribute 
to this change.

Related to hope, efficacy beliefs may also be strengthened by the belief that 
social systems are flexible and can change.68 For example, though the Covid-​19 
pandemic led to major setbacks for the climate movement, it also showed that 
governments can initiate many and significant societal changes in a short period 
of time. From these changes, we can glean how flexible society and governments 
can be when push comes to shove. If we look at climate change through a similar 
lens, we might find that the political system is much more flexible in making 
regulations and providing resources than previously thought, which might ele-
vate our belief that we can effect change for the better.69

Climate action groups can reflect on what gives them hope and what they 
are thankful for. And they can look for and communicate solutions rather than 
get stuck in problem analysis, in order to be effective70–​72. It may also be helpful 
to discuss what socio-​political institutions are perceived as the most flexible and 
therefore changeable. Climate action groups can also plan actions that make 
their members and potential newcomers feel enthusiastic, strong, and moved.

One example of an action that was carried out with the purpose of keeping 
spirits up (and in turn helped to maintain efficacy beliefs) comes from a Germany-​
based camp for climate action. On the campsite, a few individuals decided to run 
a crêpe stand, where they cooked and served the sweet treat to fellow climate 
action participants. This spread joy and reminded the activists of the value in 
treating themselves and others well. From the experience of the Author Team, 
group methods such as energizing tasks, games, and emotion-​sharing rounds 
can also create positive group feelings (see Focus 2 –​ Strategy 1 in Chapter 2 for 
more on fostering a sense of belonging and fun).

Box 5.5:  The bottom line

Fostering efficacy beliefs means creating spaces for positive emotions like 
hope, enthusiasm, and powerfulness to flourish in climate actions and 
within groups.

Focus 1 –​ Strategy 4: Envisioning a better socio-​ecological future

Imagine society in 2050. Here, people live in renewed, isolated 
accommodations, sharing with their neighbors specific areas such as gar-
dens, conservatories, garages, laundry and utility rooms. […] Generally, in 

 

 

   

 

 

  

 

 



Efficacy beliefs    115

this 2050 society, people commute less as they live close to their job and their 
family. Thermic vehicles are replaced by electric vehicles that are socially 
shared. Trips are often organized via car-​sharing. Train travel becomes the 
most common way of travelling for day-​to-​day activities. […] Employment 
is re-​organized in rural local areas and in small and medium sized cities, 
people living in big metropolitan areas move to the countryside. Job offers 
increase in domains such as handicraft, agriculture, and home help, and 
employment in general is organized around the needs and issues of citizens 
at a small local scale (neighborhood, village, small city). People’s profession 
and professional choices largely depend on the local needs. With regards 
to citizens’ dietary habits, their diet follows the seasons, they prefer local 
products, frequently cultivated in shared gardens. People eat bio produce, 
less transformed foods and especially less meat. Consumption is in general 
based on eco-​sufficiency, also thanks to the development and implemen-
tation of collaborative and sharing services, second-​hand and reparation 
services. When citizens need an object, a tool, an appliance, they rent or 
borrow it from friends and neighbors rather than buying it new.

(Excerpt from a study by Lucia Bosone and colleagues     
from the universities of Paris and Gustave Eiffel, in which this     

vision managed to increase efficacy beliefs)73

Research shows that one way of eliciting positive feelings and promoting effi-
cacy beliefs and collective climate action is to orient ourselves towards positive 
visions of the future.28,50,73–76 Such visions are a desired version of the future,77 as 
in the Bosone and colleagues extract, and may include ideas of what we want 
society and ourselves to be –​ our own values in action (see Chapter 3 for more 
on core values).

Visions are important because they create motivation for 
socio-​ecological change, set standards against which we 
can evaluate and criticize reality, and make it possible to 

escape reality once in a while.77

This is illustrated by a quote from an activist at the G8 protests:

the area that the camp occupied became […] the small little island of sanity 
amongst our world; you really got to see an example of how society could 
be organized. So that made the ideals of what you were fighting for some-
what more tangible and therefore more real.78

Many long-​term members of the climate movement have experienced their 
own “island of sanity” at some point. Creating these spaces for newcomers and 
emphasizing a group culture of visions, solidarity, and authenticity could be 
highly effective in getting people involved in climate action.

Of course, we are not suggesting talking about visions alone is enough –​ it 
is also necessary to act towards attaining ideals of democracy, solidarity, equality, 
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and sustainability. Indeed, in an unpublished study, one of our authors has found 
that camps for climate action elicited visions of better societies to a stronger 
degree if participants saw and experienced actual solidarity during their time 
at a camp.79

Generating, discussing, and focusing on visions seems to be a recent trend 
in the climate movement. Envisioning is reflected in the climate protest chant 
“we are unstoppable; another world is possible”. When it comes to what sort of 
visions should be focused on, studies have found that sustainability visions are 
typically perceived as more positive and progressive and the imaginary people 
in them as warmer and more competent than in other types of visions (such as 
technology visions).74,80 These traits are what makes sustainability visions par
ticularly motivating for people to contribute to them.74 When using visionary 
ideas in speeches or group processes, actions or campaigns, there are some 
points to consider: visions may be especially effective when they depict par-
ticular characteristics of people, use backcasting, and apply methods that fit a 
target group.

Research shows that visions are especially motivating if the people in these 
visions are perceived as warm and moral.80 From the perspective of one of our 
authors, an example of this can be seen in the prolific sci-​fi writer Ursula K. Le 
Guin’s novel, Voices. Setting aside that Voices is set in a fantasy world, the author 
perceives Le Guin’s characters as positively visionary in how they manage to 
behave with kindness and appreciation in the face of a terrible war –​ she viewed 
them as warm-​hearted and therefore inspiring. Next to warmth and morality, it 
also seems relevant that people in sustainability visions are perceived as com-
petent in order to be considered motivational.80 What this shows us is that a 
vision might be considered motivating not just because it involves the structural 
change of something like a political system but because that change positively 
influences people’s characteristics, needs, and relationships.

Moreover, it seems useful to first create a vision and only in the next steps 
perform a reality check to work out how to get to this vision –​ this method is 
called backcasting.77 This fits ideas that are presented in future-​workshops: it 
is much easier to brainstorm a vision of the future if current societal problems 
are not an immediate focus. In fact, given that visions are created by contrasting 
pre-​existing knowledge with possible scenarios, it is likely that anyone trying to 
envision a future is already thinking about current problems. So, there is no need 
to bring extra attention to current issues while creating visions.

The process of envisioning may not work for everyone. Recent research 
has found that visions are especially motivating for people who perceive climate 
change as a close threat and who see themselves as environmentally-​friendly, 
or, in other words, those who are already convinced.73 As well, there is initial 
evidence that some envisioning methods might be overwhelming for some. In a 
yet unpublished study by one of our authors, participants imagined a journey to 
their own future vision of a sustainable neighborhood.81 This “dream journey” 
motivated climate action in people who had already had preliminary visions 
of a sustainable future in their minds. For people with no or fewer preliminary 
visions, the dream journey was instead demotivating, possibly because it asked 
too much of them. Telling some people to “journey” to their dream society may 
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just lead them nowhere. Instead, these participants were motivated by videos 
showing how a sustainable future could look, possibly because this sparked 
ideas. It might therefore be useful to use envisioning methods in a targeted way 
and allow people who already have a vision to reflect freely on this while showing 
those with fewer visions what exactly a sustainable world might look like.

Box 5.6:  The bottom line

Envisioning is one method for creating positive emotions and a focus on 
solutions. Such visions can be most motivating when people are portrayed 
as being warm, moral, and competent and when a reality check is postponed 
to after a vision is brainstormed.

Focus 2: Designing group contexts that nurture efficacy

In order to feel more effective, we can of course actively try to look for and create 
groups that provide this feeling. Agentic groups may help us regain a sense of 
efficacy if we’re feeling helpless.82 This is why one of the most important elements 
of effective climate action is going beyond individual action and joining groups 
that reflect our values, making it possible to achieve much more than we would 
on our own. But this is easier said than done –​ a lot of people struggle with 
finding effective climate action groups or movements they want to belong to. 
Many may also question the efficacy of a climate group they’ve already joined. 
That’s where the next strategies on group motivations, sizes, goals, actions, 
skills, and roles come in.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 1: Considering diverse motivations and group sizes

To confront personal struggles with the limited efficacy of groups, it may be cru-
cial to build a group culture and narrative focused not only on efficacy but on 
diverse motivational pillars. In other words, independent of the effectiveness of a 
group’s actions, group members could focus on, for example, their shared moral 
beliefs (see Focus 1 in Chapter 3 for more on creating anger-​eliciting situations) 
and positive relationships (see Focus 2 –​ Strategy 1 in Chapter 2 for more on the 
need for belonging) with one another as the core features that bind them together. 
In fact, studies suggest that by fostering social identification and a connection 
with other group members, a basis for efficacy beliefs can be established.5,9,53

In the previously mentioned study which brought participants together to 
interactively develop strategies for providing clean water to people living in the 
Global South, participants strengthened their identification and increased their 
collective efficacy beliefs.83 Other studies have also found that efficacy is less 
important to individuals who already have strong moral beliefs.36,84,85 Thus, the 
suggestion to build motivation on several psychological pillars is also highly 
relevant for individuals in addition to groups –​ each of us who is involved in 
collective climate action could benefit from asking ourselves:
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	• How dependent is my own motivation on success and efficacy?
	• What else motivates me that could carry me through times of failure?

The structure of a climate action group also influences people’s efficacy 
beliefs. Large groups may foster a feeling of collective efficacy because the 
amount of people makes them appear agentic. Smaller groups on the other hand 
may be more likely to evoke participative efficacy, as an individual’s contribu-
tion has the potential to be more impactful.2,86 The question of what the perfect 
group size is for collective climate action was also raised in the paradox of col-
lective and participative efficacy mentioned in Focus 1 –​ Strategy 2.

An unpublished study from one of our authors recently investigated 
how group size affected people’s perceptions of energy communities.87 Energy 
communities like those depicted in Image 5.2 produce, share, store, and dis
tribute renewable energy. Large energy communities were perceived as more 
collectively effective, which substantiates research from other fields.88 Smaller 
energy communities were considered more coordinated and open to individual 
contributions. Yet, our study found no overarching preference for supporting 
either small or large communities.87

As far as we, the Author Team, know, there are currently no published  
studies on the optimal group size for developing efficacy beliefs among members.  
However, considering the efficacy paradox, it is possible that the optimal group  

Image 5.2:  Energy initiative at Rainshadow Community Charter High School 
in Reno, USA celebrating their solar panels (2013). 
Photo by Black Rock Solar (CC BY 2.0)
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structure for fostering efficacy beliefs is one that is strongly nested –​ small cli-
mate action groups working as part of larger action networks working as part of  
the movement for socio-​ecological transformation.

One example of a nested group is the Author Team’s climate action group 
Wandelwerk. The structure of Wandelwerk is loosely sociocratic, and our group 
is comprised of five smaller working groups. At the small-​group level, each 
group autonomously handles their own project (e.g., developing a social media 
presence) but is advised to discuss larger decisions at “coordination circle” 
events, which every Wandelwerk member can participate in. Of course, like 
many other organizations, we struggle with non-​hierarchical aspirations and the 
feeling that we are too few to live up to our true potential. However, our small 
size can boost participative efficacy feelings among our members –​ every single 
member is needed and appreciated. At the mid-​size-​group level, Wandelwerk is 
part of a larger environmental psychology community that consists of numerous 
organizations and groups, including our parent initiative, the Initiative Psychologie 
im Umweltschutz [Psychology in Environmental Protection Initiative],89 and 
Climate Outreach90. At the large-​group level, we at Wandelwerk see ourselves as 
part of the climate justice movement, and we frequently look for opportunities 
to join forces with other like-​minded groups. 

Cultivating a nested group structure comprised of groups broadly rang
ing in size might foster beliefs of participative efficacy and collective efficacy 
at various levels and at various times. A nested group structure may also make 
it easier for members to join the collective climate actions of allied groups and 
broader networks. It could combine the best of both worlds. However, this pro-
posal has yet to be tested.

Box 5.7:  The bottom line

When it comes to fostering efficacy beliefs, a group and its structure matter. 
Since success in collective climate action is not a given, it might be helpful 
to build people’s motivation on different psychological pillars. Moreover, 
as large groups seem to increase beliefs of collective efficacy and small 
groups seem to increase beliefs of participative efficacy, it may be useful 
to employ nested group structures –​ small groups acting within mid-​size 
communities acting within large movements.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 2: Choosing goals and actions wisely

The goals we explicitly select or implicitly carry in our groups, as well as the 
actions that we deem effective and therefore undertake, are an essential part 
of our efficacy beliefs. Therefore, which goals and actions we choose strongly 
influences our perception of what we can collectively achieve.
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Choosing goals

Goals are a concrete reflection of a group’s core values and morals. Research 
suggests that clear and self-​determined goals may be a good foundation for 
efficacy beliefs.91,92 Fridays for Future, for example, managed to establish clear 
goals within months of its arrival on the public stage. The group formulated 
clear demands in line with the global temperature increase target set by the 
Paris Agreement and thereby with what governments had already agreed on. In 
Germany, for example, the group additionally called for concrete action aimed 
at closing all coal-​fired power plants by 2030 and for the entire energy supply to 
be switched to renewables by 2035. To the Author Team’s knowledge, previous 
climate action groups had avoided making such concrete demands. The simpli-
city and plausibility of Fridays for Future’s demands made the group’s goals very 
clear. If there were ever any ideological disagreements within the group at this 
early stage of formation, they were clearly not carried out publicly.

Interestingly, interview studies found that efficacy beliefs are not only redu-
cible to objective success.34,78,93,94 This may be because our goals determine what 
we subjectively experience as success. Interviews with members of the anti-​
capitalist movement at the 2005 G8 protests showed that participants had very 
diverging definitions of when the protest event could be considered successful, 
which in turn influenced their efficacy beliefs.78 While for some, success meant 
disrupting the summit and blocking the road, others saw success in the simple 
act of raising awareness.

Climate action can have many goals. If we look at the action of joining a 
protest, for example, the goals could be to put an end to something, to convince 
policymakers to do something, to learn as a movement, to build coalitions, or 
to simply make use of one’s right to protest as an end in itself.95 Some groups 
have innate connections to certain goals, a few examples of which can be seen 
in Table 5.1.

Of course, goals are not set in stone. If a group changes their mission  
statement (who they are), their goals (what they want) might change accord-
ingly.94 Let’s say there’s a climate action group that was founded as an initiative  
to promote a clean neighborhood by organizing trash clean-​ups. After a while  
and some successful events, some group members learn more about the climate  

Table 5.1:  Examples of groups and their main goals

Group Goal

People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals (PETA)

animal welfare and an end to animal 
exploitation

Viva con Agua [Living with water] clean drinking water that is accessible to all

Divestlnvest a zero-​carbon economy through divesting 
from fossil fuels and investing in climate-​
friendly solutions

The United Nations limiting the global temperature rise to 1.5 
degrees
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crisis and environmental pollution. At the same time, the group attracts new  
members who would like to focus on systemic change instead of only fighting  
the symptoms. These newly involved members band together to shift the  
group’s goal from just having a clean neighborhood to preventing waste overall.  
This change in goals inspires a change in the group’s collective actions –​ they go  
from local trash clean-​ups to petitioning and advocating for a ban of single-​use  
products in their city.

Even without an overall change in group goals, the goals of individuals 
involved in collective climate action might change. For example, researchers 
found that, over time, participants in the G8 protests adopted different goals.78 
Things the participants were actually accomplishing, like strengthening the 
movement, became more focal goals. This was especially the case when they 
engaged in post-​protest discussions with fellow participants.

In the same manner, climate action groups can use goal diversifying 
strategies and change their goals regarding specific actions and groups in order 
to maintain a sense of efficacy. Researchers have yet to determine which are the 
most useful goals for people involved in climate action groups under particular 
circumstances. Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that having a couple of 
short-​term and long-​term goals, as well as back-​up goals in case of failure, could 
be valuable.96

Research on private-​sphere pro-​environmental behavior actually finds 
that large goals keep people from resting on little achievements and make 
them look for further strategies to reach their goal.97,98 However, it may also 
be helpful to lower expectations of direct success and to reflect on a couple of 
smaller goals that are important and that might eventually feed into the larger 
aim.30 As having an abundance of goals might also demotivate action, for one 
action cannot possibly achieve all goals at once,99 it might be best to have just a 
few but diverse goals.

Establishing a diverse set of goals could be particularly helpful in the early 
stages of movement engagement. As mentioned before, youthful optimism can 
be a good lever for efficacy beliefs and climate action. However, the higher we 
aim, the harder we can fall –​ but diverse goals could provide a safety net and 
make it possible to lower expectations if needed. So, when communicating with 
newcomers about collective climate action, instead of poking holes in their larger 
goals, as this may kill their motivation, try offering additional and smaller goals 
that are more achievable.

Essentially, if a person wants to uphold their efficacy beliefs, it could be 
beneficial to reflect on what goals they want to pursue and how achievable these 
goals are. Indeed, it seems more realistic to effect change in a smaller context than 
in a larger one, since in a smaller context, fewer people need to be convinced of a 
cause. For example, a study by one of the authors found that students at smaller 
universities reported stronger efficacy beliefs regarding their involvement in sus-
tainability initiatives than those at larger universities did.28 Given these findings, 
it may be beneficial for you or your group to reflect on the following questions:

	• In which context are you aiming to effect change?
	• Is this realistic?
	• Is it possible to target a smaller context first and upscale your action later on?
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Choosing actions

It might be beneficial to come up with a range of actions that could achieve a cer-
tain goal –​99 actions that could be tactically switched as barriers are encountered. 
It is not uncommon for a group to form around one collective climate action. 
For example, the main action of Fridays for Future is school strikes, Ende Gelände 
formed around the action to occupy coal mines, and critical masses revolve around 
bike-​riding protests as a key action. While these forms of collective action might 
experience initial success, there could come a point at which they fail or do not 
seem to be enough.

Studies on non-​climate related actions show that when people believe that 
the government is actually responding to people’s demands and that the soci-
etal system is working, their inclination to join collective action can wind up 
reduced.100–​102 In turn, losing faith in the efficacy of a group or the government’s 
ability to respond to its citizens may lead people to pursue more non-​normative 
collective action.101,103 Indeed, a recent study on climate activism found that 
people’s acceptance of non-​normative action was higher when they perceived 
strong climate injustice and a low efficacy of the Fridays for Future movement.58 
This may encourage the establishment of radical flanks in climate action groups. 
Or it could encourage group members to change strategies altogether. It is at this 
point that low efficacy beliefs may actually be considered useful:

when the potential for achieving our goals is threatened, 
low efficacy beliefs are our internal alarm bells signaling 

that something’s got to change.

To identify actions that are within the realm of possibility, it might be helpful 
for groups to discuss their shared moral foundation and broader aims. This 
could be part of the process of writing a common vision and mission statement 
(see Focus 2 –​ Strategy 3 in Chapter 2 for more on establishing clear meaning and 
purpose). Based on these, group members could then come up with some other 
collective climate actions that help them achieve their goals, making the group 
more flexible when faced with setbacks or stagnation.

Box 5.8:  The bottom line

While the setting of clear goals is crucial for climate action groups, it is 
important to remember that goals are not set in stone. By diversifying cli-
mate goals and climate actions, groups can build a safety net for cases of 
stagnation or failure.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 3: Highlighting and building skills

Our skills and how we perceive them are crucial in building efficacy beliefs. If 
we perceive ourselves as having skills, we tend to also believe we can achieve 
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something with them. This is also true if we perceive others as having skills –​ we 
also tend to believe we can achieve something together.

In a study on student-​led sustainability initiatives, group members felt 
more participative efficacy if they perceived themselves as having the skills 
needed for the type of collective climate action they were involved in.28 In this 
study, project management skills and context-​specific knowledge about sustain-
ability at their university were most strongly related to participative efficacy. 
Similarly, individuals who perceived fellow initiative members as competent 
reported more collective efficacy (for more on coaching for sustainable trans-
formation, check out Box 5.9).

Box 5.9:  A coaching program for sustainable 
transformation

In the course of her Ph.D. work, one of our authors studied Wandercoaching, 
a coaching program run by netzwerk n.28 In this coaching program, two 
trained peer coaches visited sustainability initiatives at higher education 
institutions for a weekend. Throughout the weekend, groups were guided 
through team building measures, created a shared vision for the university, 
discussed their communication structures, were trained in project manage-
ment, addressed group conflicts, and much more.

Surveys were distributed to and filled out by 317 students from 36 stu-
dent initiatives four weeks prior to, two weeks after, and six months after 
the coaching program. Findings from these surveys show that students 
reported stronger social identification, visions, perceived individual and 
group skills, efficacy feelings and beliefs, and more collective climate action 
after the coaching than before it. On average, student groups shared more 
climate-​related events on Facebook during the 1.5 years following the 
coaching than before it. This was especially true for educational events. 
This study demonstrates that extensive coaching may help boost a group’s 
spirits so members can identify and cultivate their skills.

If you are interested, the coaching methods used in the coaching 
program are available online in German.104

There are two primary approaches to skills within climate action 
groups: highlighting them and building them. Highlighting skills is the process 
of making members more aware of the skills they already have. The netzwerk 
n coaching program, for example, involved a task called “competency figure 
design”. In this task, individuals were asked to draw a stick-​figure representing 
themselves on a piece of paper and write down reflections on what they’re good 
at, what they like to do, what their core values are, and what they want to learn, to 
share with fellow group members. Participants were then asked to work together 
to design a group competency figure that combined the most common or cen-
tral characteristics from their individual figures. Especially in newer groups, this 
may be a useful tool for members to gain confidence in fellow group members.
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Building skills is the process of developing any skills that might be missing 
in a group. This process is important not only for the sake of skill development 
but as a means for strengthening efficacy beliefs. For example, a group might 
want to build transformative leadership skills. In one study from the field of 
organizational psychology, transformative leaders were characterized by the 
following features: able to express efficacy to others, focused on team values and 
team purpose, dedicated to conveying high standards, and engaged in coaching 
fellow team members.105 At the group level, members of climate action groups 
can support each other in their efforts to develop new skills such as these.

At the individual level, tasks of moderate difficulty are most effective in 
enhancing efficacy beliefs,106 so skill development should be adapted to indi
vidual capabilities. The best results for both individuals and groups will prob-
ably occur when skill support comes from a larger institution. For example, the 
netzwerk n coaching study found that students who attended universities with 
a designated office for environment-​related topics reported more efficacy than 
students at universities without such an office.28

Box 5.10:  The bottom line

The competencies that people perceive themselves and others as having 
are key to promoting efficacy beliefs. Climate action groups would there-
fore do well to promote group activities that highlight existing skills as well 
as those that build new ones.

Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4: Distributing roles

In addition to highlighting and building skills, it can be useful to teach everyone 
certain skills in order to be able to rotate roles within a climate action group. It 
might also mean finding specific roles and tasks for individuals which facilitate 
the development of participative efficacy.

While the Author Team doesn’t know of any research on roles in climate 
action groups, there are a number of interesting heuristic models that can be 
connected to psychological ideas. For example, there is the four-​player typology 
by the US systems psychologist David Kantor, in which a person can assume 
one of four different group roles: mover, supporter, opposer, or bystander.107,108 While 
this model is strongly simplistic and is based on weak empirical evidence, it still 
provides a highly interesting practical basis for reflecting on group roles. With 
that in mind, let’s take a deeper look at these four groups.

Movers are good at initiating action and bringing in a lot of energy, but 
they’re more susceptible to becoming too powerful and controlling.108 A mover’s 
core motivation may be success and associated efficacy beliefs. Without movers, 
groups would probably not even start planning actions as there would be no 
driving force. Supporters are vital in progressing ideas and maintaining posi-
tive group culture, but they also tend to avoid conflict and can become too 
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compliant.108 Supporters may be most motivated by their need for identifica
tion and relatedness. Opposers challenge ideas and provide critical feedback.108 
However, they are rarely satisfied and can end up demotivating others. They 
may have a strong need for autonomy and be motivated by a desire to voice 
their moral beliefs. Bystanders are like the line to a bigger network, offering new 
perspectives and silent support.108 However, it is often unclear whether they are 
actually part of the group or not. They may seek autonomy and efficacy but 
don’t want to be too strongly identified with a group.

One core message of this typology is that each of these roles has advantages 
and disadvantages. Also, what we suggested as a role’s potentially strongest 
need could also be seen as their greatest fear; for example, a mover may fear 
failure and a loss of efficacy, and a supporter may fear being rejected by the 
group. Discussing these roles can provide clarity when starting out in a project 
or struggling with a current project. However, as this is just a heuristic model for 
which the authors have suggested links with psychological concepts, these roles 
should invite discussion rather than serve as clear-​cut scientific categories.

People can also assume different roles at different stages within the cli-
mate movement. A heuristic typology by social change activist Bill Moyer 
distinguishes rebels, reformers, change agents, and citizens, all of which are cru-
cial to social movements.109 According to this commonly used typology, social 
movements need all four of these roles at different stages of the political process 
in order to be successful. To that end, awareness of the necessity of all four roles 
can foster cooperation among different social actors –​ so, let’s take a quick look 
at them in Table 5.2.

This list is not exhaustive and can be extended to include, for example, 
journalists who disseminate relevant information110 and parents who, by edu
cating their children on relevant information, shape the basis for future social 
change. Other authors have proposed to group individual roles of people 
and organizations within a movement according to their association with 
corporations (mediator, bridge, independent, captive, and isolate),111 or their systemic 
function (acupuncturist, questioner, broker, gardener)112.

There are numerous collective climate actions and thus countless opportun-
ities to find the right role for every individual involved. When we think of  
collective climate action, we tend to picture rebels –​ banner-​waving protesters  
blocking a road. However, movements for a socio-​ecological transformation  
involve diverse roles and often include several unique subgroups, such as bands,  

Table 5.2:  Moyer’s four roles within social movements

Role Typical action

Rebels are at the front lines, protesting for change

Reformers tackle the political system from the inside, while often holding 
official positions

Change agents constitute the grassroot movements that promote and educate 
others on the change they want to see in the world

Citizens back a movement as voters and silent supporters
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cooking teams, and press units. An example is the subgroup Scientists for Future,  
who describe their group role as one that “supports the global climate movement  
by providing facts and materials based on reliable and accepted scientific data  
to activists, politicians, decision makers, educators, and the general public”113.  
Subgroups like these allow people to combine their personal passions (e.g., music,  
culinary arts, writing) or their professions (e.g., scientist) with climate action.

To present people with all these different roles might be overwhelming. Yet 
helping them to find out what actually suits them could be a real lever of change. 
Especially when dealing with newcomers in a climate action group, it may be a 
good idea to ask them how they would like to contribute and what ideas they might 
have –​ leaving open the possibility they may just want to act as a supporter at first.

In order to gain a better understanding of which role an individual might 
prefer within the socio-​ecological transformation, more extensive action seems 
appropriate. An open climate group day, for example, could give individuals 
the opportunity to visit, observe, and participate in the work of various local 
initiatives. By having the possibility to look into various things, it may be easier 
to get a feeling of which roles feel most effective and in line with personal values 
and ideals. For individuals already part of a group, the previously mentioned 
“competency figure” makes it possible to learn about everyone’s skills and 
interests and the roles they want to take. In interviews on a sustainability course, 
half of the students stated that they felt empowered because they could express 
their own ideas, qualities, and skills.114 Finding and identifying with roles that 
fit one’s individual needs may even enhance these benefits for people’s partici-
pative efficacy.

There are certain advantages to distributing tasks not only according 
to existing skills but also according to learning potential. A study on the 
environmental organization Yellow Creek Concerned Citizens showed that it might 
be useful not to let group members stick too much to tasks and roles that they 
already know and feel comfortable with. Here, female group members took 
up climate action tasks they had not done previously. This increased their effi-
cacy beliefs and made them question traditional gender roles in general.115,116 
Moreover, recent research found that when people are instructed to “just follow 
their dream” in thinking about their career paths, they tend to go into more 
gender stereotypical directions.117 Thus, in addition to asking what skills people 
want to bring to a climate action group, it seems essential to find out what skills 
they want to learn. This also means making a diverse range of roles accessible to 
group members,118 to aid them in making progress and developing new skills.

Box 5.11:  The bottom line

Most people bring a lot of skills to collective climate actions which may not 
be visible at first glance. It is therefore important to use methods that high-
light everyone’s skills and to make it possible to find suitable group roles 
for everyone, such that everyone feels they can actually make a difference 
within a climate action group.
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DISCOVERING YOUR EFFICACY BELIEFS

In addition to learning all about efficacy beliefs, it may be beneficial to try out 
and experience some of the mentioned strategies in real life. To that end, take 
a look at this task designed to help you identify your own competencies and 
aspirations, both of which contribute to building your efficacy beliefs. This task, 
adapted from a method developed by netzwerk n,104 can be performed on your 
own or together in a group with or without the help of a moderator.

Step 1: Getting an overview of your individual competencies

1.	Draw yourself on a piece of paper –​ this can be realistic or an abstract 
depiction.

2.	Write down the answers to the questions shown in Figure 5.2. It may 
feel awkward to write down so many positive aspects about yourself, 
but this is an important step as doing so may help you discover aspects 
about yourself you are not yet aware of. If this step does not come easily 
to you, try reaching out to people you are close with to see what they 
think.

3.	If you’re doing this task in a climate action group, you may also want to 
add the following question to give you the opportunity to redistribute roles 
within your group: What tasks and roles would you like to hand off?

You have now created your personal competency figure. You may feel 
inclined to display it somewhere you can see it often or keep it in a drawer to be 
used as a reminder in times of crisis. Or, you may want to share it with fellow 
members of your climate action group.

Step 2: Getting an overview of your group’s competencies

1.	If you drew your competency figures as part of a climate action group 
exercise, you can now share them with one another. A group size of 3–​5 
typically works best for maintaining an atmosphere of intimacy. Discuss 
one question at a time, giving each person the chance to share their own 
answers. If people are open to it, you could also suggest skills that others 
have as part of an appreciative group culture, and especially if people have 
difficulty identifying their own skills.

2.	Draw a group competency figure. This should include all aspects of 
the individual competency figures that are central to the group or have 
been raised by several group members. Ensure that each group member 
contributes to this figure.

You have now created your group competency figure, which should give you 
an impression of what your group’s vision is, what collective climate actions 
reflect your group’s skills, what experiences your group members need in order 
to feel effective, the level of role satisfaction, how to possibly re-​distribute roles, 
and which roles might be missing for achieving your goals. These points can 
serve as the basis for valuable discussions in your climate action group.
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ACTION FIRST, MOTIVATION SECOND

After reading these chapters, you may be thinking, okay, so a group first needs to 
motivate people and create and strengthen feelings of belonging, injustice, and efficacy, 
and then they will join collective climate actions. This is somewhat true, but it would 
be a false conclusion to think that climate action groups always have to start with 
these motivations.

6	 PSYCHOLOGICAL 
EFFECTS OF COLLECTIVE 
CLIMATE ACTION
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It’s important to keep in mind that the relationships between concepts used 
within the field of psychology are often tested in cross-​sectional settings, which 
means several concepts can wind up being analyzed at the same time. This 
muddies the water when it comes to what psychology researchers can predict 
or assert. For example, it is difficult to determine whether people feel angry and 
then decide to join a collective action, or whether they join a collective action, are 
confronted with unjust treatment, and begin to feel angry. The causality remains 
unclear.

Building climate courage could also work this way: participating in climate 
action can breed motivation1. Phrased as an active strategy, this means “Action 
first, motivation second”. For example, an individual may bring their roommate 
to an anti-​nuclear-​power protest. An experience like this could evoke feelings 
of efficacy in the roommate, which could, alongside additional experiences, 
motivate them to pursue a political career. Indeed, research shows that being 
asked to join a protest is a primary motivational source.2 As well, our first protest 
experience and how we perceive it can be a defining moment.3

The previously described study on the Water for Life movement also shows 
that this causal direction is possible. This study involved participants in a 
planning session on how to support the movement, which in itself represents 
collective climate action. Participating in this session was found to increase 
social identification and efficacy beliefs.4 Studies have also found that political 
participation (action) can promote political efficacy beliefs (motivation) in this 
area even after political defeat.5

The “action first, motivation second” idea highlights that an action such as 
bringing friends and family to a collective climate action might be a powerful 
starting point for motivation. One of our authors recalls a time her friend treated 
her to brunch at a vegan café. Alongside the delicious food, people were passing 
around a petition on animal rights, something that really surprised her. This 
took the brunch from being a vegan lifestyle event to being an enjoyable political 
networking opportunity.

“Action first, motivation second” might be an especially valuable idea for 
climate educators. Instead of convincing students of injustices and that their 
actions can make a difference, tasks can be designed such that they already 
amount to collective climate action. For example, instead of having students 
read a text about climate injustice, have them draw up a petition together on 
a climate-​related topic of their choice. This way, they might begin to feel like a 
climate action group addressing a morally relevant issue and potentially receive 
positive feedback that builds efficacy.

The effect that collective climate action can have on motivation is likely to 
depend on whether we have a good or bad experience with it; for example, in 
terms of whether our needs for belonging and meaning are satisfied or intensi-
fied and whether we perceive the action as a success or as a failure.
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Box 6.1:  The bottom line

Collective climate action can influence an individual’s social identification, 
moral beliefs, and efficacy beliefs. It is therefore important that we do not 
underestimate the effect of bringing newcomers directly into politicized 
contexts where they are likely to have transformational experiences.

Box 6.2:  Food for thought –​ The intention-​
behavior gap of activism

In environmental psychology, one of the big questions is how to bridge 
the intention-​behavior gap.6 An example of this gap would be wanting 
to start living more sustainably in the private sphere but it not transfer-
ring into action. Recent unpublished research on the climate action group 
Extinction Rebellion suggests that the same seems to be true for collective 
climate action –​ many people who report intentions to join actions never 
actually do so.7

While the Author Team knows of no research on bridging the 
intention-​behavior gap for collective climate action, it is likely that existing 
behavior change strategies from the private sphere can be applicable. One 
such strategy could involve the use of visual reminders to keep our goals 
always in our sight. For example, an individual wanting to attend the local 
protest for a bicycle-​friendly neighborhood might benefit from putting a 
postcard with a bicycle on it somewhere they’re sure to see it every time 
they leave the house.

Another, more elaborate strategy would be to form implementation 
intentions by asking ourselves when, where, and with whom we want to 
perform a new behavior (for example, attending the environmental student 
group meetings) and by anticipating potential barriers that might get in 
our way (for example, exam week).

A detailed description of these strategies can be found in the book 
Psychology of Environmental Protection.6

EFFECTS OF AN ACTION’S SUCCESS OR FAILURE

The previous chapter on efficacy beliefs already tapped into the relevance of 
success and failure. Let’s now explore the options people have when it comes to 
reacting to a successful or unsuccessful collective climate action.

Winnifred Louis, professor at the University of Queensland, and colleagues 
propose that a successful action would lead people to choose similar strategies 
the next time.8 If a climate action group blocks an intersection in order to highlight 
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the need for sustainable mobility infrastructure and they receive positive feed-
back (e.g., favorable media coverage), they may want to try a similar type of 
action next time. From our experience within the Author Team, it could also 
be possible that this successful action serves as the stable foundation on which 
other, slightly differing forms of action can be built –​ through a strengthened 
sense of identity, moral beliefs, and efficacy.

If a collective climate action was not successful, measured perhaps by a 
lack of media coverage, public debate highlighting the action’s flaws, or vio-
lent police interaction, group members may have conflicting opinions as to 
what they believe the group should do next. As described, this reaction may 
depend on whether a sense of efficacy in the group, the action or the govern-
ment has been lost.9,10 In response to an unsuccessful collective action, some 
group members may want to choose a more radical form of action next time8 –​ 
one that they believe will be more effective in raising attention. If the group as 
a whole is unwilling to change in this direction, a radical flank may emerge. 
Other group members might think that they should indeed change their 
strategy but use a less radical form in order to garner more public support. 
Others still might want to stick to the same strategy but double their efforts 
and plan it in a way that makes the moral urgency even more prominent,8 
thereby changing its framing and features. And then there are those who, in 
the wake of failure, lose their connection to and identification with the group 
entirely.8

While the ideas by Louis and colleagues are still being tested,8,11 they  
already point to two interesting implications. On the one hand, failure has the 
potential to divide groups, not only because people leave but also because 
people draw differing conclusions from this failure. In other words: people 
choose different strategies to regain their sense of efficacy, some of which may be 
incompatible with those chosen by other group members. On the other hand, if 
a group experiences success and feels effective “enough”, that success may also 
lead to them staying in their comfort zone.

Box 6.3:  The bottom line

After a failure, some members may need to regain a sense of their social 
identification to feel comfortable with the group (again), such that they can 
then discuss future, potentially more effective, collective climate actions 
with a clear head and compassionate mindset.

STRATEGIES FOR COPING WITH FAILURE

There are certain strategies that might help us cope with failure and disap-
pointment. This section delves into a few strategies taken from the real-​world 
experiences of the Author Team, interviews with environmentally engaged 
people about their efficacy beliefs, and further ideas in this book.
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Social strategies (a social and shared mindset)

As the climate crisis is a collective problem, it’s best not to try to deal with 
failure and any accompanying feelings alone. Often times when we try to deal 
with failure on our own we end up losing some or all of our motivation. This is 
why coping with failure should be a collective challenge. So, let’s look at some 
strategies we can employ with others:

	• Look for people who cheer you up with their positivity and support
	• Create opportunities to process the failure together –​ grieving together 
might provide some relief

	• Seek professional help (counseling, therapy)
	• Try not to individualize a problem too much when it is actually a socio-​
structural problem –​ you are not suffering alone

	• If you are part of a climate action group, interact with other members and 
engage with the coping strategies described in the following

Reframing strategies (another perspective)

There are some mental strategies that can be used to develop different 
perspectives on a situation and help us see positive aspects where we previously 
saw only failure.

	• Reframe the goals you wanted to achieve: the campaign did not receive a 
lot of attention, but it did foster group cohesion.

	• Highlight small successes: the campaign did not receive a lot of attention, 
but it was still a first step in the right direction –​ people now know we 
exist.

	• Emphasize the bigger picture: the campaign did not receive a lot of 
attention, but we know activism is a marathon (or even hike), not a sprint.

	• Devalue the importance of a winning streak: the campaign did not receive 
a lot of attention, but let’s remember that it is always a trial-​and-​error pro-
cess. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose.

Distancing strategies (another focus)

The positive effects of distraction are often neglected by people engaged in col-
lective climate action, but doing things that bring us joy is critical in helping us 
recover from moments of failure. Though joy is highly individual, some of the 
things that might cheer us up are going to a festival, seeing a play, spending time 
with our family or friends, going for a swim, making art, or simply spending a 
relaxing day at the park.

Changing strategies (another action)

There is always the possibility that a failure will make us feel like we should just 
stop doing what we are doing and switch to another group or a different kind 
of climate action. Even when we feel strongly obligated to a group, this feeling 
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is nothing to be ashamed of. Indeed, this may be the right course of action in a 
given situation. It is true that if a lot of people move quickly from one action or 
group to another, the overall resilience and continuity of the climate movement 
might suffer. However, it is also true that if, over time, we notice that none of 
the mentioned strategies help us cope, and our needs for belonging, meaning, 
and efficacy are not being met, it may be exactly the right thing to do to change 
to another kind of collective climate action. For example, this might be moving 
from large-​scale climate protests to a community-​supported agriculture project.

Another (possibly even more resilient) option is to change your group’s 
strategy collectively, maybe in a joint strategy meeting with other members or 
with other climate action groups. See Chapter 10 for guidance on how to (re)set 
goals collectively.

THE SPILLOVER EFFECT BETWEEN PRIVATE BEHAVIORS AND 
COLLECTIVE ACTION

In the field of psychology, there has been an ongoing debate over how different 
types of climate action influence each other –​ how they spill over into one another 
(spillover effect). For example, if a person is starting to commute to work by bike 
instead of by car, how likely is it that behavior will spill over into motivating 
them to attend the next demonstration against the car industry?

There are two competing hypotheses for this phenomenon: the gateway 
hypothesis and the getaway hypothesis.12 The gateway hypothesis suggests that 
private actions such as adopting a vegan diet might be a gateway to collective 
action, such as joining an animal rights group. This would be a sign of positive 
spillover. The getaway hypothesis states that people might feel they have done 
their duty in adopting a vegan diet and thus don’t need to join an animal rights 
group as they are already active in their private life. This perception of a moral 
license leads to negative spillover.

One study from Stockholm University and the Institute of Political 
Science Louvain-​Europe provided empirical support for the gateway hypoth-
esis, showing a small positive spillover effect from private behavior to collective 
action.12 However, an experimental study and our own unpublished longitu
dinal work were unable to replicate this finding with other designs.13,14 What 
our unpublished work did find is that if there is positive spillover at all, it is 
more often that collective action spills over into private actions. This spillover 
from collective to private action is also what a lot of qualitative interviews 
demonstrate.15–​18 For example, in interviews with members of Sea Shepherd, an 
environmental action group that uses diverse tactics (also civil disobedience) to 
protect marine ecosystems, one interviewee reported a positive spillover effect.17 
After joining the organization, they spotted the documentary Earthlings lying 
on a table and watched it. This documentary gave them the urge to refrain from 
eating animal products and have a healthier lifestyle. A spillover may be espe-
cially likely when these private actions are, in some notable way, similar to and 
exist within the same domain as the collective actions an individual engages in.19

Overall, these findings show that climate action groups should not rely on 
spillover to just happen. Changes in private and collective action can be built on 
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slightly different motivational grounds, such that changing one does not neces-
sarily change the other.

If groups want to change socio-​political structures and 
want to encourage people to engage in collective climate 
action, they are advised not to concentrate on changing 

private actions first.

Let’s take this example: a transition town group wants to build an alterna-
tive economy. As this is a big task, they start searching for ways to begin on 
a small scale. One group member proposes the idea of running a sustainable 
city tour so the public can learn where they can buy fairtrade products, as they 
believe this might result in people eventually becoming motivated to really 
change economic structures. Yet, this type of action will not necessarily cause 
the desired spillover effect and might just take up valuable time and resources. 
If this transition town group wants to promote collective climate action, they 
would be better off talking about how to collectively build an alternative 
economy. At best, such a tour might end with a collective climate action by 
the participants, such as signing a fairtrade petition, sending a letter to a rele-
vant public official, or creating a joint painting on the topic that will later be 
displayed in public space.

Box 6.4:  The bottom line

Research reveals that private and collective climate actions do not neces-
sarily spill over into one another –​ there is no guarantee of a spillover 
effect occurring. If a group wants to promote collective climate action, it 
should aim for exactly this action and not get mired in changing private 
behaviors.
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APPLYING THE PILLARS OF MOTIVATION TO DRIVE COLLECTIVE 
CLIMATE ACTION

At this stage, you’ve gained a good overview of the psychology of how to 
motivate people to participate in collective climate action and how to build cli-
mate courage. Social identification, moral beliefs, and efficacy beliefs are the 
pillars of this courage. It is important to note that these three psychological 
concepts are strongly interrelated and can also influence each other.

The SIMCA model that formed the starting point for this book proposes 
that social identification influences perceptions of injustice and efficacy beliefs, 
which in turn leads to collective action.1 It also assumes that social identification 
has a direct influence on collective action. Other research suggests that, espe-
cially in the formation of an action group, one’s own and the group’s efficacy 
beliefs and injustice perceptions are crucial to the development of a group iden-
tity, which in turn promotes collective action.2–​4 This means that, even if an action 
focuses on increasing one motivation, there is the chance that other motivations 
are also positively affected.

The Author Team has benefitted from planning and brainstorming using 
pre-​structured questions, which are provided as a worksheet or canvas in 
Figure 7.1. This canvas will help you to apply the information presented in this 
book to a specific collective climate action. Before filling out the canvas, be sure 
to clearly define your target group (demographics, job, living environment, 
competences, resources), your main goal for the action, and the type of collective 
climate action you want to focus on. The task is simple: just write as many 
ideas as you want into the blank spaces, working individually or with others. 
In a second step, circle the more interesting ideas and discuss them. A printable 
version of this canvas can be downloaded from the Wandelwerk5 website.
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DON’T UNDERESTIMATE ACTIVIST BURNOUT

There is one consequence of collective climate action that needs to be considered, 
which, thankfully, the climate movement is beginning to address more: activist 
burnout. Some of you may be thinking that the climate crisis is so urgent –​ that 
people and nature are already suffering so much –​ that we don’t have time to deal 
with our personal problems. But that is exactly the problem: activist burnout is 
not just a personal problem; it is also a collective problem of groups and social 
movements.

Activist burnout seems to be a widespread phenomenon. One study on 
trade union activism, for example, found that 47.5% of all activists involved in 
the study reported burnout symptoms.1 It is important to actively seek ways to 
prevent activist burnout, as it has serious consequences for people involved in 
collective climate groups, as well as for the groups themselves. Activist burnout 
is a reason for dropping out that should not be underestimated. Dropping out is 
often not a deliberate decision. Rather, individuals may feel that their emotional 
and physical stress is forcing them to withdraw from their group.2 For many 
affected by activist burnout, there seems to be a “moment of truth” when they 
have to make a final decision:3 either they remain fully committed to the climate 
action group and push their limits thereby risking their own health or they leave 
the group. In the case of the first option, the activist is likely to lose patience, 
focus, and creativity, which negatively impacts a group and could even end up 
demotivating other members. In the case of the second option, the activist loses 
their connection to group members and what has likely become a core purpose 
in their life. These seem the only two paths available to individuals experien-
cing burnout because group structures often don’t allow people to chart a third 
middle course.

Burnout can have cascading effects within groups and movements. If one 
member of a group drops out, the workload placed on other members may 
increase, which in turn may increase their risk of burnout.2 In this way, burnout 
can breed burnout. As there is still a lot of silence around activist burnout, 
dropping out often comes as a surprise.4 Activist burnout thus has a disruptive 
character with potentially high costs for the stability of the movement.2,5 It is 
also not unlikely that those who drop out have been involved in the movement 
for some time –​ with their departure, they also take with them relevant practical 
knowledge, skills, and wisdom about the historical developments and positions 
of the group.2,6

As if all that were not enough, activist burnout could also affect the 
attractiveness of the climate movement. While collective climate action itself 
may be a useful coping response if a person has climate anxiety,7 activist burnout 
within a group may prevent people joining collective climate action in the first 
place. For example, if an individual has many friends involved in a climate 
action group but these friends often seem depressed and close to burnout, that 
individual might think twice about joining the group. To the knowledge of the 
Author Team, this path has not been studied empirically yet.

While burnout has become a crucial issue in many work-​related fields in 
capitalist societies, members of climate action groups seem to be particularly 
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vulnerable to burnout due to the magnitude of the climate crisis. Within social 
movements, the work simply never ends and is inherently associated with 
numerous negative emotions.3

It is indeed neither a sprint nor a marathon but a lifelong 
hike for which climate action groups and their members 

must be prepared.

People involved in social movements are the ones in our societies who are 
“willing to face what others are unwilling to face”,3 which, even without the 
workload and conflicts that come with their commitment, is already a huge 
burden. Thus, an enduring and effective climate movement must be a resilient 
movement that allows everyone involved to lead a healthy life.

Box 8.1:  Note –​ Trigger warning

Activist burnout is a highly sensitive issue. If you have experienced it, 
the following section may trigger uncomfortable emotions. With the pur-
pose of conveying scientific knowledge, this chapter describes burnout, its 
symptoms, and its causes using a more rational tone and real quotes taken 
from people who have experienced burnout.

DEFINING ACTIVIST BURNOUT

Activist burnout is a state in which long-​term stressors affect an activist’s ability 
to remain engaged.2,8,9 While an understanding of activist burnout is being 
developed and refined, it is noteworthy that burnout in general is a rather 
vague concept that shares some overlap with depression.10 Cher Chen and Paul 
Gorski from George Mason University developed categories of activist burnout 
symptoms through interviews with human rights activists, some of whom also 
worked on environmental issues.3 Activist burnout symptoms can be broadly 
classified into physical, emotional, and motivational symptoms. Let’s take a 
deeper look at each of these symptoms.

Physical symptoms, such as being completely exhausted, were reported 
by activists who identified as feeling burned out. Involvement in collective 
action for these activists led to chronic insomnia, eating problems, migraines, 
headaches, and pneumonia. This critical physical state is reflected in one animal 
rights activist’s comment: “I’m waking up in the middle of the night thinking 
about how I need to do this or bring this in or what time I am meeting with 
these parents, and that starts repeating itself”.3 Emotional symptoms reported 
in these interviews included chronic stress, anxiety, and depression. One activist 
said, “I’m feeling totally overwhelmed by the immensity of the problems we 
face, but I keep pushing myself. It’s like an anorexic getting thin. When you’re 
an activist, you’re never working hard enough.”11 In other areas of burnout 

 

 

  

 

 

 



152    The Psychology of Collective Climate Action

research, cynicism is another emotional symptom.8 Symptoms that reduce a 
person’s motivation, such as hopelessness, despair, and feelings of ineffective-
ness also color burnout. One activist’s comment reflects this notion: “I’m putting 
in all this energy and I don’t see anything changing, so [you wonder], is it really 
working? Does it really matter that I do all this?”.3

It is not uncommon for members of collective climate groups to experience 
these symptoms from time to time. However, a long-​term accumulation of the 
three types of symptoms could indicate that a person is close to or in the midst of 
burnout. This person may be faced with the decision to pause their involvement 
for a while if they feel their group is not providing another option. This is why 
it is important for groups to change their cultures and for individuals to change 
their relationship to collective climate action, both of which are necessary for 
building a resilient climate movement.

Notably, quantitative research on how best to do either of these things is 
scarce, even though an interview study conducted by our Author Team revealed 
that this topic is considered very relevant within the socio-​ecological movement 
(see the Appendix for more on quantitative and qualitative research designs).12 
The ideas presented in this chapter are mainly based on three quantitative 
studies, one of which was not conducted in a climate context but focused on 
the Israeli–​Palestinian conflict13. The other two studies focus on people involved 
in movements and groups for a socio-​ecological transformation and were 
conducted by members of our Author Team, of which one is not yet published.14,15   
Fortunately, there are already insightful interview studies on various col-
lective action causes (animal rights, racism, humanitarian causes), a number of 
experience-​based books, and experiences from the climate movement that have 
been shared with us, which are woven into this chapter.

CAUSES OF ACTIVIST BURNOUT

Interview studies have identified three broad categories of causes of activist 
burnout: personal and psychological factors, group norms, and problems within 
groups. Of course, in real life, these categories are not clear-​cut but intertwined. 
This is why scholars often understand burnout as a mismatch between an indi-
vidual and their group.11

For example, a person gets involved in a local fair-​trade group because 
they are angry at global injustices related to the climate crisis. Within this group, 
there are many very disheartened members who talk often about the terrible 
state of the world. After each group meeting, this person goes home emotionally 
upset and feeling like they have no way of expressing their anger. This particular 
person-​group mismatch could promote burnout. However, if anger wasn’t as 
central a theme for this person (personal motivation) or had the person found 
a group that actively deals with anger (as a social norm within the group), the 
likelihood of burnout might have been reduced.

Although they are interrelated, a broad distinction between personal 
factors, group norms, and problems within groups can be helpful in gaining an 
overview of the causes of burnout and in identifying ways to prevent burnout 
through group and personal approaches.
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Personal and psychological factors

While some situations can lead to burnout in almost anyone, some of us may be 
more susceptible to burnout. Of course, burnout often occurs when people are 
facing problems in their personal lives as well, such as relationship or financial 
issues. Additionally, previous research has shown that several personal and psy-
chological factors are associated with activist burnout: an extensive workload, 
a deep sense of responsibility and anger, weak overall efficacy combined with 
strong participative efficacy, tensions in private and work relationships, and 
traumatic experiences. The tricky thing is that sometimes these factors are pre-
cisely what motivate people to get involved in collective action in the first place. 
Let’s explore each of these personal and psychological factors.

An extensive workload

Not surprisingly, quantitative and qualitative studies have shown an increase 
in the likelihood of burnout the more time an individual spends involved in a 
climate or environment action group.2,15 Commitment to a climate action group 
often comes “on top” of regular life, at the cost of personal free time. However, 
one of our recent studies has also shown that not only voluntary but also paid 
work for socio-​ecological transformation is associated with burnout.15 This 
suggests that people who are pursuing a career in climate-​ or environment-​
related fields may be particularly vulnerable to burnout as they are willing to 
invest additional time and effort for the cause.

A longitudinal study in a non-​climate context also found that more col-
lective action is generally associated with more burnout.13 However, over time, 
more burnout led to less collective action, likely because people stepped away or 
dropped out due to activism-​related stress.

A deep sense of responsibility and anger

The most commonly cited reason for activist burnout in interview studies is a 
deep sense of personal responsibility for the cause.2 In the context of the climate 
crisis, people’s sense of responsibility may be based on a deep understanding 
of the extent of climate change and its consequences. This responsibility may 
not only come from within but can also be ascribed from the outside through 
narratives like “the Fridays for Future generation will figure it out”.

In one study, animal rights activists with burnout experience reported that 
they would say “yes” to any action that could help animals2 –​ they felt strong 
commitment, guilt, and like they were responsible for everything. One partici-
pant remarked,

there is a certain type of personality that is drawn ... to animal rights 
activism. I mean these are people who are overly empathetic, and I say 
‘overly’ not in a bad sense ... They ... have their hearts permanently wide 
open and everything is flooding there: all the suffering.2

It is possible that feelings of guilt mask deep sadness.4
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As this sense of responsibility is often rooted in injustice, it’s not surprising 
that anger is associated with activist burnout.3,13,15 Indeed, this is the most robust 
finding in the few quantitative studies that have been conducted. Also, research 
has found that young people’s negative climate-​related feelings, like anger, are 
affecting their daily lives and functioning and that they are struggling not to be 
overwhelmed by anger.16,17

Some people may also feel that they are stuck in anger, that anger seems 
to be constantly present. Such was the case for one respondent, who explained, 
“it might be anger at the system or it might be anger at individuals who I feel 
are part of the problem or impeding progress, kind of this background anger”.3 
After all, the climate crisis is not a one-​time incidental occurrence of injustice 
but comprises many structural injustices, which means that anger can build up 
again and again. Watching politicians applaud themselves for passing a climate 
resolution that doesn’t even come close to meeting climate targets, hearing how 
extreme weather events have caused yet another massive crop failure in the 
Global South, experiencing how climate action groups are exposed to increas-
ingly harsh repression by the police –​ taken together, these injustices can be 
too much to cope with. As participation in climate protests is closely linked to 
feelings of anger, people who take on the role of rebels in the climate movement 
may be particularly vulnerable to developing burnout (see Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4 
in Chapter 5 for more on the role of rebels).

There is one point where current qualitative and quantitative findings 
don’t agree. In some qualitative interviews, people attributed their deep feelings 
of responsibility and anger to their strong emotional attachment to the cause 
(for example, animal welfare). For this reason, these studies see deep emotional 
attachment as a source of burnout,2 possibly driven by the perception that the 
cause is one’s core purpose in life. However, one of the Author Team’s quanti-
tative studies found the opposite. When people are active because they feel it 
is their core purpose in life, it is associated with less burnout.15 It could there
fore be that the problem is not the importance people involved in the climate 
movement attribute to their collective climate action, but rather the constant 
negative emotional states of guilt and anger that cause people to experience 
burnout.

Weak overall efficacy combined with strong participative efficacy

A core feature of activist burnout, which is often seen as a symptom rather 
than a cause, is hopelessness. Both qualitative and quantitative research shows 
that a lack of hope, enthusiasm, and self-​efficacy are associated with activist 
burnout.2,14,15,18 Furthermore, one of the Author Team’s recent studies found 
that people were more likely to experience burnout if their involvement in the 
movement for a socio-​ecological transformation did not meet their need for 
competence and efficacy.15 Interviewees report that these feelings of low efficacy 
arise when they are confronted with public apathy and really slow progress.19 As 
transformation is not a linear process but involves setbacks and periods of stag-
nation, being active in the movement means having the same conversations over 
and over again, which can be exhausting in the long run.20
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Such feelings of low self-​efficacy are sometimes combined with a strong 
sense of participative efficacy, as reflected in this activist’s statement:

one thing I think that doesn’t always get the best audience is this kind of 
big picture look at [activists’] roles in addressing injustice and in making 
change in the sense of the smallness of our role –​ the idea that we can only 
do what we can do. With some people that’s empowering and for some 
people it’s frustrating.18

Members of collective action groups who experience burnout often pressure 
themselves to make a significant contribution to the cause.21 They feel that their 
own group is highly dependent on their (extensive) involvement, and that if they 
were to cut back or withdraw, the group might never achieve any of its goals or 
even that it might cease to exist altogether. Feelings like these are demonstrative 
of a sense of strong participative efficacy probably having turned from being a 
motivator to being an obligation.

The link between participative efficacy and activist burnout was also 
reflected in a quantitative study on members of student sustainability initiatives.14 
It can become even more pronounced if people don’t trust in the competencies 
of other group members, as reflected in this statement from the Master’s thesis 
of one of our authors: “that’s about what the movement could do: develop [a]‌ 
more excellent cadre. So that even vain, narcissistic me doesn’t feel the need to 
be there.”22 The initial findings in these studies suggest that burnout is likely to 
be associated with an unfavorable combination of weak self-​efficacy (and hope-
lessness) and strong participative efficacy. Or in other words, “there’s hardly a 
chance to change things, but if I’m not involved, we might as well give up now”.

Tensions in private and work relationships

The more a person becomes involved in the climate movement, the more likely 
they are to be drawn into networks of like-​minded people who encourage 
them to stay involved or even increase their involvement. While friendships in 
the movement may develop over time, there is a tendency for people involved 
in collective action to lose pre-​existing friendships and report relationship 
problems with their families and partners, sometimes leading to a sense of 
isolation.2,23

Initially, meeting new, inspiring, and like-​minded people could be seen as 
an upside for many people involved in climate action groups. However, this 
could become problematic if they feel that they are in jeopardy of losing the 
friendships built with these people if they reduce the intensity of their collective 
climate action. As one interviewee put it, “if your friend is like, ‘hey... do you 
want to do extra leafletting or something with me?’ then it doesn’t just feel like 
you’re saying no to the cause, you’re also saying no to one of your friends”.2

Additionally, some activists may experience criticism outside of the 
movement. In interviews, anti-​racism activists reported feeling undervalued for 
their activism at their jobs, as well as feeling more vulnerable to losing their 
jobs as a direct result of their activism.20 In our own experience, being involved 
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in collective climate action is also frowned upon in some fields of academic 
research (even within environmental psychology).

Overall, it seems there might be a greater danger of activist burnout when 
climate activists find themselves in conflicts of conscience with friends or in 
work conflicts due to their involvement in climate action networks.

Traumatic experiences

Finally, involvement in the climate movement can be accompanied by traumatic 
experiences from physical threats, police violence, and other forms of repres-
sion.2 For example, police contact during the Ende Gelände action depicted in 
Image 8.1 may well have been a traumatic activist experience, which is why 
organizations such as Out of Action have even specialized in emotional first aid 
during and after collective actions.

Interviews with animal rights activists in a Western country found  
that only a small number of activists linked their burnout to such traumatic  
experiences, possibly because they knew what they were getting into.2 However,  
it is worth acknowledging how activists in countries with more oppressive  
regimes may experience trauma and consequent burnout. According to Global  
Witness, an organization exposing human rights violations, 200 land and  
environmental defenders were killed in 2021 by businesses, non-​state actors,  
and governments.24 More than half of these individuals were killed in Mexico,  
Columbia, and Brazil, and a quarter of these individuals were small-​scale  
farmers. There were no documented killings in Western countries, but of course  

Image 8.1:  Police forces detaining an Ende Gelände activist as they were 
crossing a highway to get to the coal railway tracks they intended to block, 
Rhineland, Germany (2018). 
Photo by Channoh Peepovicz (CC BY-​NC 2.0)
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other forms of repression (such as prison sentences or physical police violence)  
can also induce trauma.

Box 8.2:  The bottom line

The risk of activist burnout could increase when people have an exten-
sive workload, feel very responsible and angry, generally have little hope, 
and perceive high participative efficacy. Traumatic experiences and exces-
sive involvement in activist networks could also increase the likelihood of 
burnout.

Group norms fueling burnout

What people often don’t expect when they start their engagement in collective 
action is to face problems with group cultures and group members.2 As previ
ously stated, activist burnout can stem from a mismatch between a person and 
their climate action group –​ including its group culture. Particular group cultures 
can lead to the impression that “we are consuming our way through people as if 
they were coal and oil”.25 Two types of group cultures, characterized by specific 
social group norms, have been associated with activist burnout. These cultures 
reflect previous findings on guilt and efficacy beliefs: a culture of martyrdom 
and a culture of competition and performance.

Culture of martyrdom

While people involved in climate action groups may already bring with them 
a strong sense of responsibility for the world, group cultures can reinforce this 
belief. One such culture, as defined by Chen and Gorski, is that of martyrdom, in 
which group members are made constantly aware of their guilt and even more 
commitment is demanded from them as a form of atonement.3

In one interview, an animal rights activist described a culture of martyrdom 
as a cause of their burnout: “I certainly think there’s a sense of guilt. Anything 
that is not ... being an activist is considered a luxury or privilege or something 
that does not benefit animals or children or women or whatever the social 
justice issue is.”3 Here, the interviewee seems to be suggesting that their group 
imparts certain norms about what members of collective action groups should 
and should not do. A study of Amnesty International members found evidence of 
norms that activists should not focus on self-​care as this would contradict their 
inherent selflessness.4 Another study suggests that activists are instead urged to 
constantly compare themselves to the oppressed and be “super-​humans [who] 
work unsustainable hours with hopes of creating instantaneous social change”.3

Adding to this, groups within social movements are often faced with a 
lack of resources and funding.3,19 A group with a culture of martyrdom might 
expose their members to financial vulnerability –​ jobs are often underpaid 
and temporary2. Indeed, interviewed animal rights activists described how 
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their “supervisors treated them as though they were lucky to have jobs in the 
movement, as though they should be happy to have that opportunity”.2 While 
the amount of resources and funding available varies, groups can choose the 
degree to which they pass the stress of any deficiency on to their members, 
potentially preventing burnout. This may be easier said than done, something 
we at Wandelwerk understand well, given our own experiences with dependency 
on two-​ to three-​year funding schemes, making it hard to institutionalize our 
structures.

Culture of competition and performance

We should not forget that climate groups are often embedded in neoliberal soci-
eties that promote cultures of competition and performance. What is more, the 
urgency of the climate crisis seems to reinforce these cultures within climate 
groups.

In interview studies, a culture of competition and performance was 
associated with activist burnout.18 Some activists felt that their actions were never 
effective enough for their group; others experienced time pressures and did not 
feel appreciated for their efforts and achievements.3,26 As one activist explained, 
their group culture “encourages activists’ tendencies to impose unrealistic 
expectations on themselves, then to blame themselves when they prove incapable 
of meeting them”.2 As covered in Chapter 5 on efficacy beliefs, unrealistically high 
goals and internal attributions of failure, such as those mentioned in this quote, 
are powerful ways to undermine people’s efficacy beliefs.

At the same time, people might compare themselves with other group 
members. One interviewee said,

there is a shame to it ... [M]‌y friends are finding ways to push through it. 
They are doing […] difficult work also, and yet I was just kind of falling 
apart. Makes me wonder if there is something chemically or biologically 
wrong with me that made me more susceptible to that type of depression –​ 
I had really severe depression –​ or if I just wasn’t being tough enough.2

Everyone’s limits are different. And if the social norms within a climate action 
group include not to speak about activist burnout, there is no way for its members 
to know if other members are silently suffering from similar feelings of being 
overworked.

A culture that encourages individuals to compare themselves with others 
can force people to push themselves to their limits. And a culture of competition 
is not limited to inter-​member competition within a single group. Groups can 
also compete with each other; for example, for resources, for funding,2,3,19 or for 
being perceived as the most successful group within a movement. Inter-​group 
competition can have odd consequences –​ for example, devaluing progress if it 
is achieved by another group.

Ironically, bringing up individual cases of activist burnout can also be seen 
as a symptom of a culture of competition and performance, as problems which 
are actually rooted in societal structures are individualized. In other words, the 
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focus of alleviating burnout becomes what can you change instead of what can 
our group change.

Box 8.3:  The bottom line

When groups promote cultures of martyrdom or competition and 
performance, they foster burnout among their members, as these members 
can become lost in feelings of guilt and the pressure to perform.

Problems within groups kindling burnout

While group norms can potentially fuel burnout, conflict between two people or 
between the group and an individual member can kindle it. Let’s take a look at 
four types of problems identified in research that might lead to these intragroup 
conflicts: trouble with social identification, interpersonal conflicts, discrimina
tion, and lack of interpersonal support.

Trouble with social identification

Quantitative studies have consistently found that activist burnout is associated 
with low social identification with the group or movement.13,15 This may be 
because people feel excluded and not really valued by other group members.15 
For example, an individual might perceive fellow group members as cold, which 
misaligns with their need for belonging. Because of this misalignment, this 
individual’s involvement becomes less enjoyable and their intrinsic motivation 
for the cause diminishes.

One study found that when people experience an emotional mismatch 
between themselves and the group, burnout becomes more likely.13 For example, 
group members may feel that their own emotional experience of anger is not 
reflected by other members. This could indicate that although anger is associated 
with burnout, climate activists who feel anger may be less vulnerable to burnout 
if group members share their experience.

Interpersonal conflicts

Whether in the workplace or in the field of activism, there are factors that gener-
ally kindle burnout in groups. While occasional conflicts among group members 
are inevitable, how these are handled can make the difference between continuing 
to identify with a group and losing one’s sense of belonging. Membership in cli-
mate action groups may be more flexible than professional employment. This 
flexibility might make it is easier for individuals to switch groups if conflicts 
arise with other members. Yet, interview studies have found that many activists 
affected by burnout reported interpersonal tensions, hostility, infighting, and 
bullying.2,3,19 Some interviewed activists reported conflicts that were rooted in 
diverging opinions about the methods and goals of collective action (see Focus 
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2 –​ Strategy 2 in Chapter 5 for more on goals of climate action groups).27 As one 
interviewee explained,

part of [my burnout] might have been infighting, because you have to 
already defend and explain animal rights issues to people who are not 
within the larger movement. If you also have to defend the tactics or things 
the organization is doing within the movement, then that ends up being an 
issue.2

In other cases, the source of conflict may range from personal dislike to extensive 
structural discrimination.

Discrimination

Racial and sexual discrimination are recurring themes in many interview 
studies on collective action groups.3 Of the 13 female activists interviewed 
in a study on burnout in animal rights activism, 8 said they had faced sexism 
in interactions with fellow group members.2 These activists described a 
male group culture that they had not expected when first entering the 
movement: “with the movement being made up of primarily women, it’s 
weird to feel excluded when you are in the majority and [it’s weird that] men 
[…] mostly get leadership positions”.2 Another study on burnout among racial 
justice activists found that all activists of color identified racism within their 
organization as a cause of their burnout.20

It is thus likely that already marginalized groups in our society, such 
as those who identify as people of color, women, people with disabilities, or 
LGBTQIA* or people with lower education and income are more vulnerable to 
experiencing activist burnout.

Lack of interpersonal support

Some interview studies have also described how cultures of martyrdom and 
competition prevented group members from feeling empathy for and supporting 
each other.4 Imagine watching a film on climate change with your climate action 
group. Afterwards, you feel deeply saddened and want to talk through your 
concerns, but none of your group members seem to care. You leave feeling more 
alone in your experience than you did before meeting up with your group. In 
this example, sadness is responded to with apathy, and that could incite burnout. 
A somewhat more extreme example of this comes from activists traveling abroad 
to gather information on human rights abuses. After returning home, these 
activists reported that they felt they did not receive enough empathy for their 
sometimes traumatic experiences,4 which may have led to burnout.

What is more, some activists experienced a particular lack of support when 
facing the first symptoms of burnout. They described receiving no mentoring on 
how to deal with burnout symptoms.3 One interviewee even reported having 
been given the counterproductive advice to just “man up and deal with it”.3 This 
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bears some connection to the finding that traditionally male normative concepts 
discourage seeking professional help for mental health problems28.

It takes courage to raise the issue of activist burnout in cultures of mar-
tyrdom, competition and performance, which tend to silence it. When a person 
is then left with the idea that burnout is simply their personal problem, burnout 
may be just around the corner.

Box 8.4:  The bottom line

Difficulties with identification, interpersonal conflicts, discrimination, and 
a lack of interpersonal support within groups can kindle activist burnout 
among members.

BUILDING RESILIENT CLIMATE ACTION GROUPS

This overview of the causes of activist burnout raises an important question: how 
can we prevent burnout and build a resilient climate movement? The answer 
isn’t a simple one. While some scholars suggest preventing burnout can only be 
a good thing,3 the Author Team is a bit more hesitant with this assumption. We 
rather see an activist burnout dilemma.

The activist burnout dilemma stems from the fact that 
some of the factors that promote burnout also promote 

collective climate action.

Indeed, two factors typically promoting collective climate action, anger and par-
ticipative efficacy, were also found in quantitative studies to be related to activist 
burnout regardless of how much time a person spent in the movement.14,15 This 
goes to show that certain causes of burnout also have positive aspects, making 
the more relevant question: how do we prevent activist burnout without killing 
motivation for collective climate action?

The answer to this question can lie in building a resilient movement 
that actively considers the relationship between members and their group 
and shows how the group and its members can promote resilient engage-
ment. Resilience is when an individual, through psychological and behavioral 
flexibility and action, successfully manages difficulties,29 such as burnout-​
promoting circumstances. Importantly, a growing body of literature suggests 
that resilience can be seen as a dynamic skill rather than a fixed trait that one 
either has or does not have.30

As we, the Author Team, are not aware of any research on this topic in the 
field of environmental psychology, we have built on our overview and compiled 
our own ideas and suggestions for promoting resilient collective climate action 
through group-​ and individual-​focused strategies.
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Box 8.5:  Take action –​ Strategies for resilience

But first, it’s your turn! If you are already active in climate action, you may 
already have strategies for resilience in the face of individual-​ or group-​
related issues. If you don’t, or if you are not yet active in climate action, you 
may want to prepare some strategies.

Ask yourself:

	• What signs of over-​work have I exhibited?
	• What is my outlet for anger?
	• How do I handle my own struggles with efficacy?
	• What non-​activist networks do I want to maintain?

If you are part of a climate action group, also ask yourself:

	• Do we practice a culture of martyrdom and competition within our group, and 
if so, how can we address it?

	• What strategies do we have for dealing with infighting?
	• How can we sustain the health of each of our members and our group as a 

whole?

Group-​focused strategies for resilient collective 
climate action

There are a number of strategies for building resilience within climate action 
groups: we can give members a sense of belonging, celebrate group successes, 
create fun moments, let emotions shine through, develop established procedures 
for handling conflict, reflect on cultures of martyrdom, competition, and per-
formance, be kind to other groups within the climate movement, assess group 
resources, and make healthy engagement an active subject of discussion, to 
name just a few. Let’s delve into each of these strategies to help us gain a better 
understanding of how to put them into action.

Giving members a sense of belonging

Strong identification with a group may be one of the most important buffers 
against activist burnout.13,15 To foster this identification, groups can actively 
work with the different roles and life circumstances of their members, such that, 
for instance, a single parent with a full-​time job doesn’t feel excluded.

A sense of belonging can also be rooted in mutual trust. Trust-​building 
elements can thus be particularly valuable for groups, ranging from physical 
activities like “trust falls”, to practicing a group structure like sociocracy, which 
rotates responsibilities from member to member. Indeed, one study showed that 
community-​building strategies helped people to overcome burnout.31 Given its 
importance, Chapter 2 is wholly dedicated to social identification and contains a 
number of ideas on how to not only promote identification but also prevent burnout.
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Celebrating group successes

Social change is slow and non-​linear. This makes it all the more important to be 
aware of small successes that support feelings of collective efficacy. One method 
for doing this might be holding reflection meetings after collective climate action 
events, in which time is specifically set aside to reflect on what went well and 
what was achieved, even if progress feels small.

At our regular meetings, Wandelwerk includes a round-​of-​applause item 
on the agenda, which gives everyone the opportunity to acknowledge things 
the group and its members have achieved or put effort into since the last 
meeting.

Creating fun moments

Ensuring members enjoy being part of the climate movement is an important 
part of keeping it healthy. Within groups, it could be valuable to see living with 
joy, wellbeing, and happiness as an act of self-​liberation and resistance against an 
otherwise dour society. Having fun is obviously accompanied by many positive 
feelings, including a sense of vitality and a greater overall satisfaction with life15 –​ 
both of which we probably all want for our fellow group members. Therefore, 
anything that promotes fun, such as creating room for humor,31 playing games, 
organizing meetings in a playful online space, or designing a stress-​relieving 
check-​in and check-​out process, may help create a regenerative culture and pre-
vent burnout.

Given that we tend to perceive activities as fun when they meet our needs, 
check out the various strategies for need fulfillment scattered throughout the 
other chapters. A good place to start is the section on creating groups that meet 
people’s needs in Focus 2 of Chapter 2.

Letting emotions shine through

When we perceive that our emotions are similar to those of other group 
members, we are less likely to experience burnout.13 One method for helping 
members realize how fellow members are feeling is to hold group meetings in 
which emotions can be shared and similarities discovered. Experiences like these 
meetings might help people feel less alone in their emotions. At the same time, 
learning about the struggles of fellow members may pave the way for emotional 
group support.31

Some climate action groups utilize so-​called heart-​sharing sessions, in 
which each individual is given a few minutes in which only they can speak, 
while everyone else listens carefully. Similarly, some methods from environ-
mental activist and deep ecologist Joanna Macy’s book, Active Hope, involve one 
person describing what they’re grateful for or what’s causing them to feel des-
pair while another person listens attentively and without commenting.32 Macy’s 
books and courses offer many methods for getting in touch with our emotions 
in the context of the climate crisis. Exercises like these may help align members’ 
emotions and create a basis for a supportive group culture.
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Developing established procedures for handling conflict

Because disagreements over methods and goals, as well as other intragroup 
conflicts, are such major causes of activist burnout, it is crucial that groups 
develop established procedures for revealing conflict and dealing with it. Points 
of contention have a way of festering just under the surface. To alleviate this, it’s 
important to create situations in which conflict and criticism can be appropri-
ately expressed. And once issues are brought to light, groups need to consider 
whether they can deal with them internally or whether they would benefit from 
the help of an external mediator.

As various forms of discrimination, such as racism and sexism, are likely 
to be present more or less subtly in every climate action group, groups should 
actively reflect on these highly sensitive issues. Group members could, for 
example, attend seminars focused on dealing with discrimination.

Reflecting on group cultures of martyrdom, competition,     
and performance

Some of the group cultures that promote activist burnout are a fairly direct 
reflection of contemporary society. Especially in the context of the climate crisis, 
a lot of effort has been put into making people believe that it is their individual 
responsibility (and not the responsibility of governments or corporations) to 
tackle the climate crisis. Members of climate action groups are likely to already 
feel sufficient responsibility and do not need to be further pushed by a culture 
of martyrdom.

The same applies to a culture of competition. Most activist groups and 
their members already feel such a degree of urgency3 that no additional pressure 
through competition is needed. However, climate action groups should not 
blame themselves or their members for practicing these cultures as they are 
prevalent in society at large, with competition, domination, acceleration, and 
discrimination shaping people from an early age. Rather, it may be useful to 
reflect on what societal trends the group wants to avoid replicating.

Cultures of competition can also have a negative effect on the movement 
overall. Disparaging talk towards other groups pursuing essentially the same 
goals, for example, unnecessarily strains capacities within the climate movement. 
All groups can draw strength from focusing on supporting each other and 
showing solidarity. Even if one group doesn’t fully agree with the position or 
actions of another group, it may be worth focusing on what unites the two rather 
than what divides them.

Assessing group resources

With big tasks ahead of us, we sometimes lose sight of the practical demands and 
requirements. This is why it’s important to critically examine a group’s resources 
(time, people power, financing) before deciding to do an action.3 Sometimes, one 
less event can mean more healthy members and thus a resilient group in the 
long run.
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Making healthy engagement an active subject of discussion

Even if you are not currently experiencing burnout, someone else in your group 
might be. This is why the issue of activist burnout should be actively addressed 
in every climate action group. Fortunately, some organizations are already 
working on burnout prevention programs that individuals and groups can par-
ticipate in. Prevention can also cover changes in group culture (see Table 8.1 for 
proposed changes to certain group cultures for resilient climate action groups).

Box 8.6:  The bottom line

Previous research on activist burnout offers valuable insights for how to 
design resilient groups. Ideally, these groups should create a basis of identi-
fication for their members, celebrate successes, plan fun experiences, facili-
tate emotional exchange, establish procedures for handling conflict, reflect 
on their group cultures, cultivate solidarity with other climate groups, 
regularly assess their resources, and look for ways to stay healthy together.

Individual-​focused strategies for resilient collective 
climate action

“Caring for myself is not self-​indulgence, it is self-​
preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.”33

These words by Black civil rights and feminist activist Audre Lorde raise a rele-
vant point: engaging in burnout prevention can be a political act, which may 
help some people accept it as necessary for a resilient climate movement.

Individuals involved in climate action groups have at least some control 
over their physical, emotional, and motivation-​related state of burnout, the 
causes of which can potentially be alleviated by employing various strategies. 
We can make time for recreation, reflect on the right balance of motivation, blow 
off activism steam, increase feelings of overall efficacy, say no, disseminate tasks, 

Table 8.1:  Cultural change for resilient climate action groups

Current culture Prospective culture

culture of martyrdom → culture of belonging

culture of competition → culture of appreciation and celebration

culture of contained emotions → culture of sharing emotions and support

culture of infighting → culture of organized group conflict

culture of silencing burnout → culture of active dialogue about burnout
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trust others, maintain non-​activist networks, scale down, switch to another type 
of action, plan to leave, or consider therapy. Let’s take a look at each of these 
strategies.

Making time for recreation

For many members of the climate movement, taking time for leisure seems like 
taking time away from collective climate action. For these individuals, the cli-
mate crisis seems too urgent to “waste” even a second. If this aligns with how 
you feel, please consider taking a look at the section on the consequences of 
activist burnout described at the beginning of this chapter.

Since something as important as collective action tends to absorb any free 
time, it can be useful to plan regular time for recreation and positive experiences.31 
Take a moment to think about what you would ideally fill this time with. For one 
person, it might be letting go of pent-​up frustration on the basketball court. For 
another, it might be painting in a peaceful studio. For another still, it might be 
meditating in a cozy space.34 While connecting people’s passions with collective 
climate action might be a good way to motivate them to participate in collective 
climate action, to prevent burnout it may be useful to fill one’s free time with 
something completely unrelated to the cause. Creating mental distance from our 
activist passion may be key.

Another way to spend one’s free time could be in nature.11 Many people 
involved in the climate movement are driven by a deep connection to nature. 
Experiencing the positive sides of this bond could also be crucial to giving new 
meaning to one’s climate action.35

Reflecting on the right balance of motivation

One interpretation of our overview of activist burnout is that there may be a 
healthy and resilient amount of anger, guilt, and efficacy for each person that 
keeps them engaged while protecting them from burnout symptoms. This 
healthy level would strike a balance between a person’s motivating factors for 
collective climate action.

An example of imbalance would be a person whose motivation for col-
lective action is based entirely on feeling indispensable to their climate action 
group, which could lead them down the path of burnout; an example of balance 
would be a person whose motivation is based on a blend of anger, guilt, partici-
patory efficacy, and identification with the group and the movement –​ a mix that 
might make them better equipped to avoid or handle burnout.

It may be helpful for members of collective climate groups to reflect on 
their motivation and, in so doing, find a balance that feels healthy. Here are some 
questions to ask yourself to get started in this reflection process:

	• How much anger and injustice do I feel, and can I live a happy life with this amount 
in the long run?

	• What role does guilt play in my climate actions? Do I do some things only because 
I feel obligated?
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	• Do I think my commitment is integral to the survival of my climate action 
group?

	• Given that it’s not bad to derive some self-​esteem from our roles in collective action, 
what do I see as a good amount of participative efficacy for me in my group?

Blowing off activism steam

While collective climate action has the potential to generate anger, it may also 
be a way of blowing off steam. Recent research found that people who felt 
or could express climate-​related anger reported lower anxiety, depression, 
stress, and guilt.36,37 This fits a personal account from one of our workshops, 
in which a participant explained that although she did not believe in the 
effectiveness of protests, she still continually joined them as a way to shout 
out her anger.

On the other hand, actively suppressing anger could actually wind up 
exacerbating it. This is like trying to hold a basketball down under water –​ the 
deeper you try to push it down, the more difficult it is to control. If you don’t 
exert constant effort to keep the ball submerged, it’s going to slip from beneath 
your hands and shoot up to the surface. Instead of expending the effort to keep 
the basketball of anger forced down at all times, we could try instead to let it rise 
to the surface. In the case of climate-​related anger, actively dealing with it might 
transform it into collective climate action.

Engaging in normative protests, as opposed to non-​normative actions, 
could be especially suitable for blowing off steam, as the likelihood of being 
confronted with new injustices such as police violence is smaller.

Increasing feelings of overall efficacy

Chapter 5 presents a number of strategies for promoting feelings of efficacy. Of 
those, appreciative feedback, positive visions, and enthusiastic environments 
will most likely prevent burnout –​ as long as they don’t lead to an individual 
feeling too indispensable and they also highlight the collective efficacy of the 
whole group14.

Saying no, disseminating tasks, trusting others

To reduce one’s own responsibility in a group, it can be useful to learn to say 
no to things. In the same vein, Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter from the 
universities of California and Acadia describe an example of an environmental 
activist who worked on being able to disseminate tasks he once felt he had to do 
alone.11 At first, he was reluctant to do this because the cause was so important 
to him. When he finally unloaded some tasks onto others, he started developing 
trust in his fellow group members. Our own research as well has shown that 
individuals trusting in the competencies of fellow group members report experi-
encing less burnout.14
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Maintaining non-​activist networks

Research suggests that movement members should not lose sight of their non-​
activist networks.31 It may be easier to feel comfortable around like-​minded 
people who share the same strong urge to make the world a better place, but 
non-​activist friends and family can be good companions in times of much-​
needed rest. Non-​activist networks can also provide support when a movement 
member needs to reduce their involvement due to group-​related stress.

Of note, it may be useful to practice non-​violent communication38 when 
attempting to maintain positive relationships with those outside our activist 
networks, particularly when our more deep-​set opinions diverge. For more on 
how to challenge but not threaten another’s moral self-​image, see Focus 2 –​ 
Strategy 2 in Chapter 3.

Scaling down, switching to a different type of action,     
or planning to leave

Activist burnout might occur when a person gets stuck in a particular form of 
collective climate action or in a role within the climate movement that does not 
suit their physical, emotional, or motivational state. There are countless stories 
of activists who were once on the front lines of protests, but after experiencing 
burnout, starting a family, or intense self-​reflection moved into roles in the back-
ground. Switching to a new type of action or to a new role could create a better 
fit between a person’s current life circumstances and their group. Of course, 
these new elements are not set in stone –​ later reflections or changes in life 
circumstances could lead to further changes in actions and roles down the road.

Planning to leave certain activities or groups may be another strategy to 
prevent burnout. Before doing so though, it might be appropriate to pass on 
any knowledge or responsibilities in order to avoid negative consequences for 
the climate action group. Retreating from certain activities or groups can still 
be considered a functional strategy within the framework of an overall resilient 
movement.

Considering therapy

Researchers also suggest therapy as an approach for coping with activist 
burnout.3 As symptoms of burnout and depression can overlap,10 therapy may 
be a valid approach to confront burnout. However, people involved in collective 
action may need to search for a while to find a therapist capable of not individu-
alizing their problems but rather taking a systemic perspective.12

Those who have experienced traumatic situations, in particular, may 
benefit from speaking with a professional.

Where individual-​focused actions become group-​focused actions

Many of these individual-​focused strategies for resilient collective climate action can  
also be applied to group settings, and they may even be more effective if discussed  
with fellow group members. For example, groups can try to distribute tasks among  
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members in a needs-​based way. They can ensure that members have time for  
recreation (as depicted in Image 8.2). They can organize meetings in which members  
can reflect on their motivation and their support network and learn to say no. And  
groups can try to create environments that foster feelings of overall efficacy.

Box 8.7:  The bottom line

In addition to group strategies, people involved in collective climate 
action can also engage in burnout prevention at the individual level. This 
could be described as a political act, which may help some people accept 
it as necessary for a resilient climate movement. The likelihood of activist 
burnout could be reduced through regular leisure time, a suitable balance 
of motivation types, moments to let off steam, strategies to promote self-​     
efficacy, learning to say no, task distribution, trust in the group, non-​activist 
networks, a reduction and change in engagement, or therapy.

GROUP EXERCISE FOR ASSESSING ACTIVIST BURNOUT

Based on the quick burnout assessment by Maslach and Leiter,11 the Author 
Team has developed a group exercise for assessing activist burnout. This exer-
cise, which involves the use of a questionnaire you can download from the 
Wandelwerk website,39 is broken down into three steps designed to help groups 

Image 8.2.  Participants of an Ende Gelände action relaxing in hammocks, 
Germany (2018). 
Photo by Tim Wagner (CC BY-​SA 2.0)
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develop resilience by identifying their strengths as well as potential problems 
that may cause burnout.

Step 1: Fill out the questionnaire
On your own and without sharing your responses with fellow group members,  
fill out the questionnaire shown in Table 8.2 (or something similar you designed  

Table 8.2:  Questionnaire for assessing activist burnout based on Maslach and Leiter11

With respect to this point, my involve-
ment in the climate group is …

just right mismatch major mismatch

Workload
The amount of work for the group in a 
week

Leisure time
Free time for nature
Free time for hobbies and exercise
Free time for contacts outside the group

Guilt and anger
Moments in which I feel guilty
Moments in which I feel angry about 
climate injustices
Opportunities to let off steam

Hopefulness
Moments in which I feel hopeful
Moments of (small) success

Participative efficacy
Responsibility that I have in my group
(Time) pressure that I perceive in my 
group

Support networks
Emotional support I receive in my group
Practical support I receive in my group   
(e.g., task support)

Identity
My own closeness to the group
Appreciation I receive
Possibilities to share my emotions with 
others

Conflicts
The amount of conflicts
Times I feel angry towards other group 
members
The group’s way of dealing with 
conflicts
Discrimination that I perceive in the 
group
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on your own). Evaluate each sub-category (such as free time for nature, hobbies,  
contacts) separately and indicate your answers on the same line height.  
As a group, you should decide beforehand whether you want to have the  
questionnaires remain anonymous.

How you fill out this questionnaire depends more on your unique needs 
and perceptions than actual facts. In each row, indicate whether your participa-
tion in a climate action group is just right, a mismatch, or a major mismatch. For 
example, checking “just right” in the “free time in nature” row might indicate 
that your involvement in the climate action group leaves you enough time to 
spend in nature; checking “mismatch” might indicate that you haven’t had time 
to get outside for the past week and it is starting to annoy you, while “major mis-
match” might mean that you haven’t had time in nature in months due to your 
group obligations, and you’re strongly suffering because of it.

Step 2: Interpret the questionnaires
Compile and shuffle all the completed questionnaires. Redistribute the 
questionnaires. In small groups, examine and interpret the responses and 
develop strategies for what needs to change to prevent burnout. It’s important to 
note when interpreting the results that a few mismatches are typical.11 However, 
if several group members checked a mismatch or if there are major mismatches 
for a few members, these may be relevant to look at for burnout prevention.

Step 3: Rejoin into one large group
Share the ideas from your small group work and come up with plans for how to 
implement them. This step should provide individuals with the opportunity to 
reflect on how well or not well they align with the group and fellow members. 
And it should provide groups with the opportunity to reflect on how their struc-
ture aids or hinders fulfilling the needs of their members.
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LOOKING AT THE BIGGER PICTURE

Decisive collective action in favor of climate protection can be the basis for 
major social change towards the world we want. In the last few years, the cli-
mate movement has experienced massive growth, and with this growth, more 
significant change through climate action than previously thought possible. 
Now, countless groups, collectives, organizations, and individuals have begun 
pondering how all the many forms of collective climate action could strategically 
combine for a greater shift.

For climate action to be successful, it is crucial that the individuals involved 
have an understanding of theories as well as multiple practices of social change. 
This understanding starts with raising questions: How does society change? 
What successful political changes made by collective actors have occurred in 
the past –​ and what can we learn from them to succeed with present and future 
actions? How can different approaches to collective climate action strengthen 
and complement each other and amplify the impacts of the transition? Referring 
back to the hiking guide mentioned in the Preface, theories of change are like 
hiking maps: they can help us orient ourselves and find direction for short-​ and 
long-​term goals, nourish our motivation to keep going, and support us in priori-
tizing where to invest our energies most effectively.

While psychology is an appropriate science for understanding human 
thoughts, feelings, and behavior, it does not cover a wider understanding of 
the society we live in and how it could change. This is why this section moves 
beyond psychology and into other scientific and practical fields that try to under-
stand the patterns of socio-​ecological change.

Acknowledging that we as the Author Team are not experts in transition 
research, in this section, we present and summarize approaches that we ourselves 
find useful in looking at the bigger picture. These approaches include Geels and 
Schot’s Multi-​Level Perspective, the Social Tipping Point Concept, Wright’s 
Three Strategies of Transformation, and Moyer’s Movement Action Plan.1–​4 This 
selection includes approaches to technological transformation that are wide-
spread in present-​day policy and approaches to social transformation that are 
currently under-​researched5 but often discussed within movements. Alongside 
these approaches, there are also ideas from two German climate action groups, 
the I.L.A. Collective and ausgeCO2hlt. These groups apply scientific work towards 
socio-​ecological change. We have also incorporated our own insights based on 
many years of campaigning and organizing within the German climate justice 
movement.

Box 9.1:  Note –​ Diversity of approaches to 
socio-​ecological change

Before we dive in, it’s important to acknowledge that the selected 
approaches come from White, Western authors. In order to grasp the true 
complexity of social change, it is necessary to include diverse perspectives. 
We believe there is strategic value in such diversity for enhancing the 
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climate movement’s capacity to promote fundamental change. Therefore, 
this chapter must be seen as a preliminary understanding of socio-​     
ecological transformation and how fundamental change can be achieved 
on a larger scale.

DEFINING SOCIO-​ECOLOGICAL TRANSFORMATION

In 2011, the German Advisory Council on Global Change put forward an 
understanding of a “great socio-​ecological transformation” as a deep soci-
etal transformation directed at decarbonization and socio-​ecological justice.6,7 
Building on research and practical experiences, this concept has been extended 
by the I.L.A. Collective to include the aim of achieving a democratic society that 
questions current social power relations.8 Based on these ideas,

socio-​ecological transformations are large-​scale changes 
aimed at promoting a socially just, ecologically stable, 

and democratic society.

From the perspective of transition researcher Maja Göpel, now an honorary 
professor at Leuphana University of Lüneburg, and her colleague Moritz Remig, 
socio-​ecological transformation “does not consist of one big transformation 
[…]. [Instead,] many small sequential and parallel transformation processes 
in different subsystems [lead] to a change in societal development or system 
dynamics.”9 However, it is the sum of these many small steps that gives the 
transformation a direction.8

These processes occur and interact at many levels, from changes in indi-
vidual beliefs and behaviors, shared values and norms, and relationships with 
others and the natural world, to fundamental shifts in the way politics, society, 
and the economy are structured.2,10 In this understanding, these many socio-​
ecological transitions can be rapid and abrupt, sometimes invisible, in different 
places, driven by different actors and motivations, and can bring about funda-
mental change. The more we understand the interplay of different societal actors 
and subsystems, the better we can actively and strategically shape change instead 
of just reacting to it –​ making change happen by design instead of waiting for 
disaster to strike and force change upon us.

Importantly, these multiple parallel and interacting transitions are needed 
as an adequate response to socio-​ecological problems that also arise from the 
interaction of many subsystems, such as politics, economics, civil society, 
media, and other fields linked to numerous social narratives, ways of thinking, 
and behaviors11. As Göpel points out, there is no single flaw in one of these 
subsystems that we can repair through isolated analysis and focusing on only 
one subsystem.9 Taking this systemic perspective can help decide where to 
intervene.2 The theories of change presented in this chapter build on the idea of 
different subsystems and actors as part of larger transformations.
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THE MULTI-​LEVEL PERSPECTIVE

One of today’s most discussed approaches in transition research is the Multi-​
Level Perspective by Frank Geels and Johan Schot from Eindhoven University of 
Technology1. Drawing on institutional theory, evolutionary economics, and the 
sociology of technology, the Multi-​Level Perspective was originally developed 
to explain the spread of technological innovation in Western capitalist democra-
cies.1 It is neither an overarching theory that attempts to explain everything nor 
a perspective based solely on data. Rather, it is a middle-​range theory that can be 
applied to the development of sustainability in major systems (transportation, 
food, energy) and subsystems (transportation mode –​ train, bus, bike; transpor-
tation distance –​ long-​distance, intercity, local).

Three levels of change

This approach is called the Multi-​Level Perspective because it understands 
transitions as emerging from the interplay of three heuristic and analytical levels 
of change: landscape, regime, and niche.12 Let’s take a look at these three levels of 
change.

The landscape level

The first of these levels, the landscape level, is the largest and most enduring level, 
as can be seen in Figure 9.1. It consists of large-​scale economic changes, political 
developments, and deep cultural patterns.1 Examples include megatrends such 
as climate change, demographic trends such as ageing societies, and culturally 
held narratives such as “the free-​market self-​regulates”.

When changes do occur at the landscape level, they tend to take the form of 
very slow developments that take decades to unfold and affect all other levels. 
However, there is also the possibility of rapid external shocks such as war.12 
The other levels, in turn, cannot effect changes at the landscape level in the short 
term. However, they can put pressure on developments on the landscape level; for 
example, through climate protests, mobilization of public opinion, and climate 
regulations.

The regime level

The second of these levels, the regime level, is the basis for stability in socio-​
technical systems.12 It includes co-​evolving and coordinating regimes such as 
politics, industry, technology, culture, and science. For example, an actor at 
this level may be a fossil fuel company with powerful influence on policy or a 
research group presenting strongly evidence-​based climate science.

Regimes are stabilized by path dependencies, their social norms and values, 
shared understanding of regulations and laws, and cognitive routines such as 
beliefs, problem definitions, and general guidelines.1 For example, regimes pro
mote the preservation of already institutionalized democratic principles but also 
prevent people from imagining alternatives to our current fossil-​based society. 
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Though quite a stable level, conditions are less enduring at this level than at a 
landscape level, as rules can be subject to debate and internal conflict.12

The niche level

The third of these levels, the niche level, comprises innovations and radical nov-
elties that are smaller and less stable than regimes and emerge in spaces that 
are protected from mainstream market selection.1 They are often developed by 
outsiders or newcomers.13 At the niche level, diverse, small groups and innovations 
interact and aim to deviate from, add to, or replace the existing regime.

Niches can be economic innovations that have been developed in research 
and development laboratories, such as new ways of capturing wind energy. 
Niches can also be social innovations, in which sustainable forms of living and 
working together, as well as values such as solidarity and community, are already 
being lived out on a small scale. Examples of this include repair cafés, solidarity-​
based ecological farming models, swap stores, and neighborhood gardens. The 
seeds of innovation must be discovered, brought into contact with one another, 
and further developed for widespread use. In this way, they can grow out of 
their niche level and ultimately be accepted by a broader public.

The theory of change for the Multi-​Level Perspective

According to the Multi-​Level Perspective, transformation processes happen  
non-​linearly through the interaction of the three levels of change across time  
and space.13 Geels and Schot assume that transformation cannot be planned and  
coordinated from the onset as it depends on a co-​occurrence and complex inter-
action of three processes, as shown in Figure 9.1.1

Figure 9.1:  Adapted illustration of Geels and Schot’s Multi-​Level Perspective1

 

 

 

 

 



Socio-ecological transformation    179

The first of these processes comes when landscape changes put pressure on a 
regime. This could be through megatrends at the landscape level, such as growing 
numbers of extreme weather events or large-​scale protests and shifts in public 
opinion on the climate crisis. The second comes when regimes are destabilized, 
when they experience tensions and cracks. Under these circumstances, windows 
of opportunity emerge in which niche innovations such as renewable energy 
or new social practices can take root in regimes. Transformation then ultimately 
occurs in the form of the third process, when niches are ready to be included into 
regimes; for example, when wind technologies reached a certain degree of effi-
ciency to become a part of the energy system. Niches can become large in scale and 
can ultimately replace an entire regime. There is also the possibility that niches will 
replace sub-​regimes, which may then lead to long-​term, sweeping transformation.1

Next to these three processes typically associated with the Multi-​Level 
Perspective, Geels and Schot also describe other pathways that are likely if the 
aforementioned processes do not co-​occur.1 One such pathway occurs when 
there is simply no landscape pressure on a regime, resulting in the regime repli-
cating and, if at all, changing slowly in predictable directions within the existing 
rules. With this pathway, it is crucial to keep in mind the manifold antagonistic 
and stabilizing climate-​related landscape trends12 –​ once certain structures are in 
place, they remain in place for a long time, even when their disadvantages begin 
outweighing their use. Such structures stand in the way of new, sustainable 
structures, through both their high costs and the space they occupy. The 1960s 
model of the car-​friendly city, for example, continues to shape the infrastructure 
of many cities today. It is sustained throughout the world simply because it is 
already there and change would be immediately costly, even though there are 
many arguments against it, such as health, community, or climate reasons (that 
come with their own costs). This tendency of a system to remain in its current 
state and thus neglect possible alternatives is also known as path dependency.

Another pathway occurs when landscape pressures are moderate but not 
disruptive. Under these conditions, regimes may seek to adapt to and include 
initial demonstrations of niche innovations by entrepreneurs or activists. Here, 
according to Geels and Schot, “new regimes grow out of old regimes”.1 Within 
the climate crisis, these may be extreme weather events in countries that are not 
yet severely affected by climate change. It may be possible to manage each indi-
vidual weather event so that there is no pressure (yet) to change the entire regime, 
but efforts increase to adapt to landscape changes one step at a time.

Yet another pathway occurs when sudden and large landscape pressures 
occur but niche innovations are not yet ready.1 From an optimistic perspective, 
this window of opportunity may encourage the rapid development of mul-
tiple niches, one of which could be incorporated into the regime. However, the 
development of niche innovations is not a given. According to the Multi-​Level 
Perspective, niches need to articulate visions, build social networks, and engage 
in learning activity in order to develop successfully.12

An illustrative example of a niche comes from an analysis of the UK tran-
sition town movement by Gill Seyfang and Alex Haxeltine from the University 
of East Anglia.5 Seyfang and Haxeltine saw transition towns as niche innovations 
targeting multiple regimes (energy, transportation, food, housing) and emerging 
in response to peak oil as a landscape pressure. They argue that transition towns 
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have successfully developed visions but need to develop intermediate steps 
that connect their small local steps to their larger vision. While the transition 
town movement did indeed build strong networks, these networks were largely 
only within the socio-​ecological movement and local governments and lacked 
networks with other regime actors. Furthermore, the transition town movement 
put a strong emphasis on learning and training but needed to go beyond a “know-
ledge leads to action” approach (see Chapter 6 for more on action first, motiv-
ation second). In this way, niche innovation research may help in understanding 
the effectiveness of specific climate action groups.

Although not always easy to see, groups with agency can be found at all 
levels of the Multi-​Level Perspective; for example, organizations, industries, 
policymakers, engineers, researchers, and individuals in their roles as consumers 
and citizens.12 To highlight the role of individuals, Göpel has extended the Multi-​
Level Perspective to include a level of individuals that clarifies how people 
make up institutions at the niche and regime levels.2 The perspective offered by 
this level makes it easier to link collective climate action with systemic socio-​
ecological change.7 Community members could try out new socio-​ecological 
ways of life that constitute niche innovation; citizens could get involved in pol-
itics and, together with people working in the current regime institutions, try 
to integrate new niches into regime rules and laws; climate protestors could put 
pressure on the regime by changing public opinion at the landscape level; sustain-
ability educators could question dominant narratives at the landscape level.

Box 9.2:  Food for thought –​ Why is a  
socio-​ecological transformation so difficult

The Multi-​Level Perspective also offers some ideas as to why socio-​     
ecological transformations may be more difficult than the more commonly 
analyzed technological transformations:

	• Since socio-​ecological niches develop in response to regime inaction, 
their inclusion into regimes is inherently less likely.5

	• Compared to economic innovations, socio-​ecological transformations 
pursue goals that are more dependent on support from public author-
ities and civil society, such as social justice.12

	• Socio-​ecological innovations do not always have the economic benefits 
that market innovations have, so their implementation is linked to 
changes at the economic regime level –​ for example, in taxes or regulations.

	• Socio-​ecological transformations require changes in regimes that are 
stabilized by various systems and dominated by key players. This 
can be seen, for example, in the regimes within the energy and trans-
portation sectors.

These factors need to be discussed, as they illustrate precisely how 
significant socio-​ecological transformation requires many smaller trans-
formations at each of the three levels of change.
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Box 9.3:  The bottom line

The Multi-​Level Perspective describes three levels that are crucial for 
analyzing socio-​ecological transformations: landscape, regime, and niche. 
Transformation occurs when landscape changes put pressure on and desta-
bilize regimes. This opens a window of opportunity for prepared niche 
innovations to replace or gradually influence regimes.

THE SOCIAL TIPPING POINT CONCEPT

Another stream of research currently underway is investigating the emergence 
of social tipping points. The concept of tipping points is commonly used in 
work on ecological planetary boundaries, which has aimed to define “safe oper-
ating spaces” for the processes that regulate life support systems on earth.14 
Leaving these safe operating spaces risks triggering ecological tipping points, 
causing certain ecosystems to shift into an unfavorable state that may be diffi-
cult or impossible to reverse.15 This same concept is used in the field of social 
transformation as well. If positive social tipping points are triggered, they set off 
many positive feedback mechanisms, thereby accelerating a transition toward a 
favorable state.15

The theory of change for Social Tipping Points

The degree of system change over time caused by debated social tipping points 
often takes the shape of an S-​curve.15 This can be seen in Figure 9.2, which 
illustrates the four-​phase pattern of a transformation process.2,16 The four-​phase 
pattern distinguishes a pre-​development phase of slow changes; a take-​off phase 
with more coordinated niche activities and regime reactions, leading to a social 
tipping point; an acceleration phase in which structural changes occur; and, 
lastly, a stabilization phase in which the system stabilizes within the altered 
state.2

In this model, the take-​off and acceleration phases are particularly rele-
vant, as they determine whether a tipping point truly activates positive feedback 
loops. A key question in transition research is how large the population adopting 
a behavior (social norm) needs to be for it to accelerate.

A behavioral economics study from Damon Centola and colleagues from  
the universities of Pennsylvania and London that investigated how large a  
committed minority (the critical mass) needs to be to cross social tipping points  
has gained popularity in recent years.17 In their study, Centola and colleagues  
presented 194 participants with a picture of a person’s face and then had them  
decide on a name for that person. If the participants followed the naming conven-
tion of the group (gave the same name as most fellow participants), they were  
financially rewarded. They were financially punished if they diverged from the  
naming convention (gave a different name than most fellow participants). Once  
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the group was somewhat set on a specific name for that person, the researchers  
introduced a minority of “new participants” (concealed research assistants),  
whose secret goal was to overturn the naming convention. For example, they  
pushed to give a stereotypically female name to a rather male face. 

Now, the question remained: How many people would it take for the 
participants to let go of their established naming convention? The findings of 
Centola and colleagues showed that the committed minority needed to be around 
25% of the size of the group to trigger a social tipping point that overturned 
the naming convention. Then, 72% up to 100% of all participants switched to 
the new naming convention in subsequent rounds of the game. This experiment 
shows that one tipping point of social norms leading to this S-​curve can be 25%. 
It had the advantage that, similar to reality, the game socially and financially 
encouraged sticking to the old convention at first.17

With respect to climate-​related conventions, the question is whether 25% 
of the population adopting individual habits, such as vegetarianism or car-​
free mobility, could have a critical accelerating effect on transforming societal 
habits. The scope of this study is inherently limited by its artificial nature. 
To name one limitation, the experiment deals with freshly formed naming 
conventions, as opposed to, for example, behavioral mobility conventions that 
have been established over decades and are stabilized by other routines and 
infrastructures.

The size of the minority that triggers a tipping point in real life is likely to 
range in size depending on the regime and landscape conditions. Jessica Aschemann-​
Witzel and Maureen Schulze from Aarhus University and Copenhagen Business 
School emphasize that research on social tipping points is still at an early stage 
and not yet ready to inform real-​world action.15

Within the climate movement, and particularly within the climate 
action group Extinction Rebellion, we encounter the idea that “it only takes 
3.5% of the population to overthrow the system”. This figure is based on an 
extensive analysis of violent and non-​violent social movement campaigns 

Figure 9.2:  S-​curve of social tipping points adapted from Göpel2
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occurring between 1900 and 2006.18 This analysis, performed by political 
scientists Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan, indicates that when about 
3.5% of the whole population is mobilized, social movement success seems 
inevitable.19 However, the study itself and its application to the climate con
text by members of the climate movement have been criticized. For instance, it 
is questionable whether social transformations away from autocratic or mili-
tary regimes can be compared to socio-​ecological transformations within cap-
italist democracies.20

Regardless of the validity of either of the described claims, it is necessary to 
build informed theories of change in order to mobilize and not dishearten movement 
members when change does not happen as rapidly as hoped. According to tran-
sition studies, there is not a singular socio-​ecological transformation involving a 
singular regime. Rather, we need many socio-​ecological transformations in mul-
tiple regimes, which also require shifts in many social norms. Therefore, it may be 
less useful to look for and wait for a social movement that is the ideal size and 
more useful to pay attention to favorable conditions and the interplay of diverse 
levels, processes, and actors that lead to change.

Box 9.4:  The bottom line

The Social Tipping Point Concept usually promotes a theory of change 
that takes an S-​curve shape. That S-​curve goes through four major phases: 
pre-​development, take-​off, acceleration, and new stabilization. For newly 
formed social norms, a minority of 25% could trigger one such tipping 
point. However, transition researchers suggest that a proper understanding 
of the conditions of a social tipping point is needed in order to talk about 
numbers.

THE THREE STRATEGIES OF TRANSFORMATION

In his book Envisioning Real Utopias, the analytical Marxist-​sociologist Erik Olin 
Wright introduced a theory of change consisting of three strategies,3 which 
can be summarized as transformation through rupture, transformation through 
creating alternatives, and transformation through reform. But before reflecting on 
the strategies for transformation, Wright’s primary idea was that a theory of 
social transformation needs to understand the circumstances of transform-
ation (obstacles to change, opportunities for transformation, and long-​term 
trends).

Circumstances of transformation

In contrast to the Multi-​Level Perspective, Wright puts an emphasis on obstacles 
to change: stabilizing forces and power relations within current regimes3. 
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Regimes stabilize themselves passively through people’s everyday routines 
and activities. There are also ways in which institutions, such as governments, 
schools, churches, the courts, and the police actively stabilize and sustain them-
selves. Methods of such active stabilization can include:

	• punishment and repression; for example, raising the costs and risks of col-
lective climate action,

	• rules and court proceedings; for example, favoring large, system-​
conforming corporations over individual claimants in environmental cases,

	• the dissemination of ideas; for example, shaping our beliefs about what 
we want and what socio-​ecological ideas we deem possible (in psychology 
terms: values, norms, and efficacy beliefs), and

	• path dependencies; for example, mechanisms by which societal wellbeing 
depends on successful economic activity.3

Though seemingly stable, current systems are also full of gaps and contradictions 
that provide opportunities for transformation.3 As society is highly complex and 
unpredictable, institutions often have inadequate knowledge of how to main-
tain and change it, make mistakes, and produce unintended side effects that 
may promote social transformation. Moreover, institutions have not always 
been designed to fit capitalism, and capitalist societies always face destabilizing 
moments as they move in circles from regulation to deregulation to re-​regulation. 
These gaps and contradictions create windows of opportunity for social change.

According to Wright, two things are needed for social change to 
occur: “conditions must be ripe” and there must be a strong strategic movement 
action.3 Social movements can help ripen the conditions, but only to a limited 
extent. Rather, windows of opportunity arise from long-​term unintended trends. 
Social movements must therefore adopt long-​term horizons; they must wait 
for conditions to ripen and detect windows of opportunity in order to be ready 
to concentrate collective action at exactly those times. This may be somewhat 
different in the case of the climate crisis, which is likely to produce many eco-
logical disasters that offer more immediate windows of opportunity for col-
lective climate action. Nevertheless,

the climate movement needs a long-​term perspective 
and strategy that analyzes current beneficial trends while 
at the same time being prepared for sudden openings in 

the system.

It is crucial to keep in mind that at the beginning of a crisis, society is 
often in a state of shock. Some powerful regimes (such as companies, media, 
political parties) may therefore use windows of opportunity to push through 
changes that work against socio-​ecological change. As well, large protests can 
have unpredictable consequences and even lead to more repressive policies that 
further stabilize the status quo (an example of this can be seen in how the regime 
in Egypt acted following the Arab Spring protests).21 Wright’s interpretation of 
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the process of social transformation is relevant here, as he states that it is neither 
linear nor S-​curved but rather consisting of backlashes and circular processes.3

The theory of change for the Three Strategies of 
Transformation

Wright describes three strategies of social change within economies that range 
from capitalist to democratic socialist.3 In this book, we call them transformation 
through rupture, transformation through creating alternatives, and transformation 
through reform. As Wright also notes that not a single one of these strategies is 
simple and unproblematic, the challenge for social movements is to combine 
these strategies. Though all three strategies are present in the climate movement, 
very often they seem to be separated by their ideas and methods.

Transformations through rupture

Transformations through rupture aim to create entirely new institutions and replace  
whole regimes.3 Wright calls this idea “smash first, build second”.3 While pro
found revolutions seem unlikely in contemporary societies, according to Wright,  
rupture strategies are worth discussing because they can motivate movement  
members and help us better understand other strategies, and because small-​ 
scale ruptures in subsystems might be possible. In a Marxist tradition, Wright  
compares predicted trajectories of people’s material wellbeing, shown in  
Figure 9.3.

Figure 9.3:  Predicted trajectories of material wellbeing in transformation 
paths, adapted from Wright3
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Wright assumes that under business as usual conditions the material 
wellbeing of people in contemporary Western societies will remain constant or 
slowly increase. When social movements gain large public support for a rup-
ture strategy, rupture becomes more likely. The ideal path for people trying 
to bring about change assumes that people’s wellbeing increases immediately 
after a rupture. However, Wright suggests that this is not only unlikely but that 
initially it is actually far more likely to lead to a decrease in wellbeing. In an 
optimistic rupture path, this decline is temporary, and wellbeing later increases 
beyond business as usual. However, as wellbeing declines, people are likely to 
become pessimistic about whether positive change will actually occur in the long 
run (pessimistic path). In democratic societies, this is likely to lead to a loss of 
political support in election cycles, even though people may still support the 
values behind the rupture. This makes transformations through ruptures a very 
implausible strategy within democratic systems.3

Wright proposes conditions under which the optimistic pathway is more 
likely: if the decline in wellbeing is not too deep and prolonged, if people’s values 
are strong enough to sustain them through periods of reduced wellbeing, and if 
wellbeing is already declining under business as usual,3 which may indeed wind 
up being the case as the climate crisis progresses. While large ruptures in demo-
cratic societies may be unlikely, the climate movement could try to create favor-
able conditions for smaller ruptures. For example, the climate movement could 
focus on building strong values and efficacy beliefs around socio-​ecological 
transformation in the here and now and highlight negative trends in material 
wellbeing to make drastic socio-​ecological changes more appealing to society 
members.

Transformations through creating alternatives

Transformations through creating alternatives aim to build new forms of socio-​
ecological living and empowerment in the cracks of the dominant regime, where 
these alternatives are not threatened by the regime.3 In the climate movement, 
we encounter this strategy in community-​supported agriculture, eco-​villages, 
and housing cooperatives –​ these are the places where new socio-​ecological 
structures, ways of living, and togetherness are being tested. Alternatives can 
be innovations in technology or social sustainability, or both, that alter our 
relationships with others, ourselves, and nature.22

However, the approach of creating alternatives is often criticized for being 
an escape from reality, for diverting energy and time away from other trans-
formation strategies, and for having to hide within the small spaces the current 
regimes “allow”, thereby not posing a real threat to current power relations.3 In 
response to these critiques, Wright highlights how creating alternatives can be 
useful when combined with other strategies.

First, alternatives can create beneficial conditions for ruptures, leading 
to an optimistic alternatives path.3 They can contribute to people’s wellbeing, 
thereby making a brief decline in wellbeing more acceptable. For example, 
local renewable energy projects can strengthen bonds between community 
members, making the overall community more resilient in times of crisis. 
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Pre-​established alternatives also make it more likely that innovations will be 
tested and refined over many years and decades, rather than having to be 
developed rapidly once a rupture occurs. For example, agro-​forestry practices 
that account for the changing climate may be ready to be implemented on a 
large scale once a rupture occurs. The pre-​testing of alternatives can shorten 
the transition period from one regime to another and help to stabilize demo-
cratic principles in the long run.3

Second, alternatives may lead to a softening of some constraints along a 
path of gradual empowerment.3 They may modify current power relations step 
by step, leading to social empowerment and a more profound transformation in 
the long run. This could be, for example, solidarity housing projects such as the 
Mietshäuser Syndikat [Apartment Complex Syndicate], which withdraws prop-
erty from the privatized housing market.23

Transformations through reform

Transformations through reform aim to symbiotically alter and extend institutions.3 
This strategy is often seen as being at the core of social change in parliamentary 
democracies and is based on the assumption that transformation will be most 
stable if it also solves real-​world problems within the current regimes. As such, 
the goal with this strategy is to find positive-​sum changes that promote bottom-​
up social empowerment while simultaneously solving problems of dominant 
regime actors. But how can we identify these win-​win situations?

Drawing on sociological theory, Marie Heitfeld and Alexander Reif from 
Germanwatch, an independent development, environmental, and human rights 
organization, differentiate between various societal subsystems and their 
respective system logics and driving interests.24–​26 The logic to which the various 
subsystems are responsive is also called a “code”. The code of the political   
subsystem is power within a legislative term. The code of the judicial subsystem 
is law and order across varying terms. The code of the economic subsystem 
is profit primarily within the short term; specifically, the code of the financial 
market is profit, opportunity, and risk during a term lasting from a quarter to 
two years. And the code of the technological subsystem is know-​how across 
varying terms.24

An understanding of these codes can help in developing strategies for how 
actors from the various subsystems can be approached by climate action groups, 
taking into account their respective interests. The codes also show where oppor-
tunities for transformation processes exist (and where they do not) and that the 
political, financial, and economic subsystems are usually about the short-​term.

Many progressive actors share the concern that reform strategies that 
align with the codes of current regimes will not bring about profound change.3 
However, to prevent the worst (climate) injustices, reforms can be part of larger 
transformations if they increase the scope for socio-​ecological alternatives. For 
example, the German Fridays for Future movement campaigned for reforms to 
strengthen climate legislation. While the government was then forced by a con-
stitutional complaint to pass a more ambitious climate protection law, it still fell 
far short of the steps needed. Nevertheless, it was a major decision in that it can 
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be used to provide legal support for future decisions on climate protection. It 
has also already led to political steps, such as preventing economic subsidies 
for fossil fuels during the COVID-​19 pandemic, more ambitious measures for 
climate-​neutral mobility, and debates on the necessary shift towards renewable 
heating.

Box 9.5:  The bottom line

Societal systems have mechanisms to stabilize themselves. This is why 
social movements need to identify the gaps in prevailing regimes, as well 
as windows of opportunity. Three strategies can support each other on 
various paths of socio-​ecological transformation: transformation through 
rupture, transformation through creating alternatives, and transformation 
through reform.

THE MOVEMENT ACTION PLAN

In his book Doing Democracy, social change activist Bill Moyer describes four 
roles within social change that feed into the broader Movement Action Plan.4 
These roles were also previously mentioned in Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4 of Chapter 5 
on distributing roles. This section features summaries of his hands-​on work, as 
well as historical examples available from the Commons Library.27–​29 Moyer’s 
analysis is based both on experiences from past social movements and on the 
critique that scientific approaches often focus on social tipping points while 
neglecting the circular nature of social movements. Moyer’s stance is succinctly 
illustrated in the following quote:

“While there is much useful information in social 
movement theories, most do not help us under the ebb 
and flow of living, breathing social movements as they 

grow and change over time.”29

Having noticed that members of social movements were sometimes very 
frustrated and discouraged at times when they were actually quite successful, 
Moyer developed the Movement Action Plan in an attempt to explain this phe-
nomenon and to paint the bigger picture.

The four roles within social change

Moyer posits that social movements require four types of organizations and 
people: rebels, reformers, change agents and citizens. Let’s explore how each of the 
four roles has different functions within the Movement Action Plan.28

 

 

 

   

 



Socio-ecological transformation    189

Rebels

Rebels typically protest for change and express their critiques of social conditions 
and policies that violate their beliefs.27 The climate movement has a long history 
of rebels. Through demonstrations, direct action, and civil disobedience, rebel-
lious activists have been able to temporarily stop climate destruction like coal 
mining and deforestation.

One example of a rebel group acting within the German climate movement 
is the movement alliance Ende Gelände. The strength of their civil disobedi-
ence actions is probably that they are able to create lose-​lose dilemmas for 
their targeted opponent: the fossil fuel industry. Ende Gelände’s actions leave 
fossil fuel companies with strictly unfavorable options: they can choose to 
allow activists to continue physically blocking critical infrastructure, thereby 
suffering economic damage, or they can use physical force against activists, 
thereby revealing themselves as active defenders of the grave injustices being 
exposed by the activists.

According to Moyer, rebels are effective when they focus on injustices 
caused by powerful institutions, attract attention, maintain ties and a shared 
identity with other groups from the movement, and engage in non-​violent 
protest.27 Rebels become ineffective when they cling too strongly to their moral 
convictions and resort to violent means out of desperation and a low sense of 
efficacy.

Reformers

Reformers work on policy changes within political and legal structures and 
institutions.27 In the climate movement, they may be government workers, 
members of green and left parties, and organizations that lobby and advise on 
successful climate policy.

Reformers are most effective when their aims are in line with the movement 
as a whole, and when they do not settle for minor steps.27 It also seems relevant 
that they maintain ties and shared identities with other movement organizations 
and roles. This role seems to be the least studied by psychologists.

Change agents

Change agents work towards positive and constructive solutions through 
engaging, educating, and organizing the public.27 In the climate movement, we 
encounter change agents from a range of groups, from eco-​villages to sustainable 
university initiatives to organized camps for climate action. They might host a 
public lecture on sustainable farming or maintain our wind turbines, as shown 
in Image 9.1.

Change agents are most effective when they aim neither too big (utopia) 
nor too small (minor steps), promote participatory democracy, connect people 
inside with those outside the movement, and attend to the needs of movement 
members; for example, by working to prevent activist burnout.27
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Citizens

Citizens comprise individuals both inside and outside the movement who 
support the movement and its cause.27 This could include rebels, reformers, and 
change agents, as well as their friends, their family, and many others who support 
the climate movement and its goals.

Moyer suggests that social movements need large support from citizens 
who are willing to contribute to the success of the movement if they share its 
values, have political efficacy, and identify with the movement.

The theory of change for the Movement Action Plan

As can be seen in Figure 9.4, the Movement Action Plan includes various phases 
that our Author Team has grouped together in order to facilitate understanding.

Phases 1–​3: Movement creation

In phases 1–​3, social movements are formed in politically quiet but unjust times.28 
Initial attempts to change these injustices, such as reformers trying to change 
institutions, fail. Conditions for the movement then begin to ripen. Through 
growing dissatisfaction with the injustices among citizens, constant opposition 
led by rebels, and increased movement organization, people begin to see that 
change might actually occur. An example of this is the civil rights movement, 
where the following conditions made the country ripe for social change:

Image 9.1:  Change agent Damien Cuello, who is responsible for the 
maintenance of the 6-​wind turbine facility on Ascension Island. 
Photo by Lance Cheung, U.S. Air Force, 2009 (CC BY 2.0)
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the emergence of independent Black African countries, the large  
Northern migration of Blacks who maintained their ties to the segregated  
South, the rising Black college student population, and the 1954 Supreme  
Court’s Brown vs. U.S. decision […] provided a legal basis for full civil  
rights.28

Phase 4: Take-​off

During phase 4, a trigger event leads to the movement’s take-​off.28 Support for 
the movement and its goals rises sharply among citizens, and there is a strong 
rise in the number of rebels. Seemingly overnight, a social injustice becomes 
the issue everyone is talking about. This phase might offer an explanation 
for why, historically, social change often seems unexpected and disruptive, 
even though it is likely that, in most cases, unseen work by change agents 
and reformers has already been ongoing. Phase 4 shows that at certain points 
change can take on a very rapid, non-​linear dynamic that is promising but 
often uncontrollable.

An example of a trigger event is the 1955 arrest of a Black woman named 
Rosa Parks, who refused to give up her seat in the Whites-​only section of a public 
bus.28 And an example of “overnight” change is the fall of the Berlin Wall and 
the German Democratic Republic, which, in reality, came after years of political 
and economic pressure and near-​invisible and suppressed but continuous and 
growing local protests.

Figure 9.4:  Activity level of the four roles in the Movement Action Plan, 
adapted from Moyer28
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Phase 5: Identity crisis

Interestingly, Moyer then predicts an identity crisis for the movement in phase 5.28 
This may be because of rapid advancement at phase 4 that cannot be maintained 
in the long term. In phase 5, members of the movement often experience exhaus-
tion from overwork and activist burnout, and some members drop out. At this 
stage, members feel they have not achieved anything, have had no real victories, 
and that those in power are simply too powerful.30 This is accompanied by nega
tive mainstream media coverage and powerful regime agents claiming that the 
movement is dead.

Here, Moyer sees the possibility of a self-​fulfilling prophecy if movement 
members do not have a theory of change that is capable of explaining this phase. 
Movement failure is indeed a possibility. However, by recognizing that these 
feelings are a normal part of the life cycle of social movements, it may be pos-
sible to overcome this phase. At this stage, the movement needs to become more 
strategic, form support groups, and continue to use non-​violent strategies.30 In 
addition, people and organizations need to understand socio-​ecological change 
as a task that requires not just a temporary action by rebels but enduring action 
by change agents.

Phases 6–​8: Success through public support

Phases 6–​8 are the phases of success through large public support. In these 
phases, social movements need to see the bigger picture and develop a strategy 
that will secure public support. This includes continuously raising awareness 
of the topic and preparing for increased conflict with regime actors.30 Moyer 
makes the case that non-​violent collective action is needed to win over the support 
of the public majority.28 He argues that “social movements involve a long-​term 
struggle between the movement and the power holders for the hearts, minds, 
and support of the majority of the population”29 and warns against installing a 
violent radical flank that could hamper broader support. However, this rejection 
of a violent radical flank continues to be debated (see Focus 2 –​ Strategy 4 in 
Chapter 3 for more on considering the impacts of a radical flank).31

If movement activity is sustained, this could lead to success. A trigger event 
may cause a dramatic showdown, resembling the take-​off stage as it mobilizes 
a necessary amount of citizen support. It could also lead to a quiet showdown 
in which the prevailing regimes make major concessions. Another possibility 
could be the slow transformation of the current system over decades through 
new policies.

Notably, according to the Movement Action Plan, the “success achieved 
[…] is not the end of the struggle but a basis for continuing that struggle and cre-
ating new beginnings”.28 The American documentary film Crip Camp: A Disability 
Revolution, for example, illustrates how members of the radical disability rights 
movement first had to fight for their right to inclusivity and then, in a second 
wave of protests, press for the implementation of that right. Such accounts show 
that societal change often requires not just changing one regime but possibly one 
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regime after another, while shifting social norms at the same time (for example, 
in interactions with people with disabilities).

Phases 6–​8 require a lot of activity from reformers, the constant engagement 
of change agents, and large support from citizens, but relatively less action from 
rebels.

Take-​aways

Overall, the Movement Action Plan shows that all roles and inter-​role cooper-
ation are essential for a movement’s success. It also adds to other theories of 
change by highlighting that what seems like an unexpected change to some may 
have been prepared over a long period by others and that possibly not all roles 
are equally important throughout all phases of socio-​ecological transformation. 
We, the Author Team, do not want to impose our interpretation of which phase 
the climate movement is currently in. Rather, we suggest using the Movement 
Action Plan as a tool for reflecting on both individual and climate group actions 
and goals.

Building on the considerations of the climate action group ausgeCO2hlt, 
different roles within the climate movement need to be better integrated and 
dynamically adapted to changing conditions, especially when their actions 
interfere with each other.22 Indeed, members of the Author Team sometimes 
experience a disconnect between rebels and change agents. Some rebels may move 
from one action to the next without building lasting, locally rooted projects. At 
the same time, some change agents may feel they are losing track of the overall 
struggle as their projects take up their full capacity. Both sides can wind up 
feeling disconnected and alone.

This is where joint experiences come in, which are important for showing 
how people in different roles can benefit and learn from each other. For example, 
a climate action group could occupy fertile farmland not only to protest its 
destruction (rebels), but also to build solidarity agriculture for growing vegetables 
as an alternative to the current system (change agents). Such places could then 
be secured not only through occupations but also through safeguards within 
institutions (with the help of reformers). This cooperation could generate political 
pressure through citizen support. Taking the hiking metaphor from before, we 
need to adapt our strategies to the terrain that we’re walking through and com-
bine our strengths to reach the destination.

Box 9.6:  The bottom line

The Movement Action Plan distinguishes four roles within social 
movements: rebels, reformers, change agents and citizens. The relevance of 
each role changes as movements progress through the stages of creation, 
take-​off, identity crisis, and success through public support.
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COMMON FEATURES OF THEORIES OF CHANGE

There are clear differences between the theories of change described in this 
chapter, such as their interpretation of power relations and their focus on 
technological innovation in capitalist societies or social change through 
social movements. However, there are some similarities that constitute valu-
able insights for the climate movement and the design of collective climate 
action.

Almost all theories consider diverse levels, roles, paths, and strategies, the 
interplay of which contributes to transformation. Despite originating in different 
scientific and practical backgrounds, overlaps can be found within such theories 
of socio-​ecological change:12

	• The circumstances of landscape pressure and regime destabilization within 
the Multi-​Level Perspective may have some similarities with Wright’s 
transformations through rupture strategy or Moyer’s rebel role.

	• When the Multi-​Level Perspective highlights the importance of niche 
alternatives, this partially reflects Wright’s focus on transformations through 
creating alternatives and Moyer’s change agent role.

	• Geels and Schot’s pathway in which a regime responds to moderate land-
scape changes and adapts by including niche innovations shares some 
overlap with Wright’s transformations through reform strategy and Moyer’s 
reformer role.

Other common features of some of these theories are that they see socio-​ecological 
change as non-​linear, sometimes seemingly unexpected but actually prepared, 
and dependent on external forces that cannot be influenced. This makes trans-
formations only controllable to a limited extent. Climate action groups should 
acknowledge and reflect on these features in order to create effective collective 
climate action that feeds into greater transformation.

YOUR TAKE ON SOCIO-​ECOLOGICAL CHANGE

This chapter was indeed a leap into the bigger picture. Now, you get the chance 
to paint your own picture. With the help of the following questions, you can 
individually brainstorm or collectively discuss your own engagement in col-
lective climate action with respect to the introduced levels, tipping points, 
strategies, and roles that are important in socio-​ecological transformations 
(adapted from Heitfeld and colleagues32):

	• If you are involved in a climate action group, which role do you currently see your-
self occupying? What are your strengths in this role? What are the limits of this 
role?

	• Which organizations, groups, or other actors do you think fill other important roles 
in your field of action?

	• Which levels, strategies, and roles do you think are most effective? Why?
	• What could be crucial tipping points?
	• What stage of transformation do you think the climate movement is in? What 
about the movement in your specific area of action?
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	• Which roles have been under-​occupied so far but would be very relevant right 
now?

	• Do you feel the need to adjust your level, strategy, or role in order to work even 
more effectively towards your goals? If so, what do you need to do to achieve this?
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PICKING YOUR BATTLES: GOALS AND TARGET GROUPS

As daunting a task as it is to confront the systems that are exploiting humans and 
nature, time and again moments of progress emerge in these struggles.

In the United States in 2021, a group of people prevented the construc-
tion of a pipeline that would have affected a neighborhood of predominantly 
Black people in the southern state of Tennessee. One of the group’s organizers 
described their success by explaining that

when the voices of those most excluded and 
marginalized become the leading voices in advocating 
environmental justice, it ultimately benefits everyone.1

The organizer also mentioned that, in addition to stopping the construction of 
a pipeline in Memphis, they truly ignited a broader movement for social justice 
and change.

That same year, students at Harvard pushed the university into divesting 
from fossil fuels, and environmental lawyers won a case that legally bound Shell 
to drastically reduce its emissions.1 Have you ever experienced a moment of vic
tory as part of the climate movement or a climate action group? Some successes 
are big, some successes are small. Some successes are instant, some only realized 
years after.

If climate action groups are to be effective in contributing to socio-ecological 
change, they need to discuss and define success. And they need to consider how 
to measure the impact of collective climate action. Often, the ultimate aim is 
a socio-​ecological transformation that leads to something similar to what was 
formulated in the Brundtland Report by the World Commission on Environment 
and Development of the United Nations: a good life for all forever within the 
planetary boundaries.2

However, as you have seen, there are many different strategies and small-​ 
to medium-​sized goals that can be pursued to achieve the overall aim of a socio-​
ecological transformation. Which roles do you want to take on, which strategies 
do you want to adopt, and which theory of change do you want to follow? Is 
your goal to increase the number of people willing to join protests? Or is it to 
convince your mayor to implement the demands of your neighborhood initia-
tive? Is your goal to keep the road blocked for a certain amount of hours? Is it 
attracting public attention or gaining support within your local community? Or 
is your goal a major change in legislation?

When we as the Author Team ask climate action groups about their goals, 
the answers range from precise goals to “it depends” to “of course, we want to 
gain public attention and support, and achieve numerous further goals all at 
once”. It is important for a group to be aware of their strategy, with clearly defined 
immediate, short-​, medium-​, and long-​term goals, so that it can effectively work 
towards socio-​ecological change.
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Luckily, Robyn Gulliver and colleagues from the University of Queensland 
have proposed a framework for effective activism that can help climate action 
groups in this endeavour.3 This framework may build a bridge between larger 
theories of socio-​ecological transformation and planning actions in a specific cli-
mate action group. The framework is not empirically tested and does not claim to 
be exhaustive. Rather, it exists as an adaptable guide to help individuals choose 
which goals to prioritize in their climate action group and in a specific planned 
collective climate action. This framework distinguishes five target groups: Self, 
Supporters, Bystanders, Third Parties, and Opponents.3

Your personal Self immediately seeks affirmation, empowerment, meaning, 
and solidarity and wants to have emotional experiences. In the short-​ to medium-​
term, Self may want to build and maintain friendships in climate action groups, 
feel secure, and sustain their participation.

Supporters are members of specific climate action groups as well as those 
individuals and groups who support the socio-​ecological goals of others. This 
could be a supportive friend or a trade union with which a climate action group 
is positively connected. Climate action groups can pursue various goals that 
address Supporters. As an immediate goal, they may want to affirm their group 
identities, let them express group values, and empower them, while short-​ and 
medium-​term goals may be to generate intentions, initial actions, and sustained 
action.3

Bystanders are neutral individuals, such as neighbors who don’t have ties to 
climate action groups, and Third Parties are groups with their own priorities and 
agendas, such as schools. Immediate goals in addressing these two target groups 
could include raising awareness, building sympathy, and creating shared iden-
tities, while in the short-​ to medium-​term, a climate action group may want to 
build coalitions, generate intentions and actions, and avoid counter-​mobilization 
that might turn them into opponents.3

Opponents are those individuals and groups who are actively working 
against socio-​ecological change; for instance, climate deniers and fossil fuel 
lobbyists. A climate action group may want to reject their values immediately 
and affirm that there is opposition to them. Short-​ to medium-​term goals could 
be avoiding counter-​mobilization and converting, provoking, or diverting the 
opposition group and its members.3

Gulliver and colleagues’ framework has been redesigned into a table to 
emphasize the parts most relevant to our readers. This table provides an over-
view of the different target groups and the goals you and your climate action 
group might want to pursue for each. Following this table, we have also 
provided additional information and strategies to help you and your climate 
groups achieve your goals and objectives. Each strategy is supplemented with a 
reference to the relevant chapter in this book so that you can easily go back and 
find more information. Let’s take a look at Tables 10.1 to Table 10.7, which sum
marize key messages of this book.
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TARGET GROUP DESCRIPTIONS

Table 10.1:  Target group descriptions

Target 
group

Who is this? Examples Short-  �and medium-​term 
goals

Long-​
term goals

Self You You, 
including 
your 
thoughts, 
feelings, and 
actions

•  �Satisfying your need 
for belonging, meaning, 
high self-​esteem

•  �Being part of a group 
that nurtures you

•  �Perceiving efficacy and 
contributing

•  �Influencing others 
positively

•  �Sustaining action
•  �Having fun
•  �Feeling supported
•  �Having friends
•  �External needs like 

security, resources, and 
status

Systemic 
socio-​
ecological 
transfor
mation

Own group Your climate 
action group

Members of 
your group, 
your group 
dynamics

•  �Promoting feeling part 
of and being attached to 
the group

•  �Creating a joint moral 
foundation

•  �Empowering group 
members

•  �Fostering col-
lective action

•  �Sustaining action
•  �Choosing roles within 

the movement
•  �Affecting change

Systemic 
socio-​
ecological 
transfor
mation

Supporters People and 
groups who 
support 
your socio-​
ecological 
goals

Friends, fem-
inist groups

•  �Building connections to 
the climate action group

•  �Being part of one 
movement

•  �Supporting one     
another

•  �Empowering     
supporters

•  �Fostering col-
lective action

•  �Creating public support
•  �Choosing roles within 

the movement
•  �Sustaining action as one 

larger movement

Systemic 
socio-​
ecological 
transfor
mation
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Target 
group

Who is this? Examples Short-   and medium- term 
goals

Long- 
term goals

Bystanders/​
third 
parties

Neutral 
people and 
groups with 
their own 
agendas and 
no ties to cli-
mate action 
groups

Neighbors, 
schools

•  �Raising awareness
•  �Building sympathy
•  �Creating shared identities
•  �Fostering col-

lective action
•  �Building coalitions
•  �Avoiding 

counter-​mobilization

Systemic 
socio-​
ecological 
transfor
mation

Opponents People and 
groups 
actively 
working 
against socio-​
ecological 
goals

Climate 
deniers, fossil 
fuel lobbyists

•  �Rejecting 
opponents’ values

•  �Strengthening opposition
•  �Avoiding 

counter-​mobilization
•  �Appeasing, conciliating, 

converting, provoking or 
diverting opponents

Systemic 
socio-​
ecological 
transfor
mation

Source: Adapted from the original by Gulliver and colleagues3 and supplemented by an additional 

group: one’s own climate action group.

STRATEGIES FOR ACHIEVING TARGET GROUP GOALS

Achieving these goals using SOCIAL IDENTIFICATION    
(Chapter 2)

Table 10.2:  Achieving goals using social identification

For yourself •  �Seek experiences in your group that make you feel competent, like 
you belong, are esteemed and that give you meaning. Help other 
members do the same

•  �Cultivate solidarity within your group
•  �Let yourself have fun
•  �Look for situations in which you can perceive many people joining 

climate action

In your group •  �Make it possible to identify with your group prototype and leaders
•  �Have experiences together to form a bond
•  �Make visible the fact that social norms are shifting towards climate 

action and that many people are already engaged in it
•  �Cultivate solidarity within your group
•  �Reflect on how to include marginalized or discriminated groups
•  �Be welcoming and benevolent
•  �Do fun activities together
•  �Help members find their purpose in life
•  �Build a shared understanding of what your group stands for
•  �Give your group unique features
•  �Highlight that your group is valued within the climate movement
•  �Give your members autonomy in their tasks

Table 10.1:  (Continued)
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For 
supporters

•  �Highlight a common fate and common grievances
•  �Make it possible to identify with your group prototype and     

leaders
•  �Link the supporters and their social groups to climate     

action
•  �Highlight action-​promoting social norms
•  �Create an overarching group
•  �Engage in constructive dialogue
•  �Have experiences together
•  �Make visible the fact that social norms are shifting towards climate 

action and that many people are already engaged in it
•  �Be welcoming and benevolent
•  �Formulate critique of other groups in solidarity

For 
bystanders/​ 
third parties

•  �Highlight a common fate and common grievances
•  �Make it possible to identify with your group prototype and     

leaders
•  �Link the bystanders’ social groups and third parties to cli-

mate action
•  �Highlight action-​promoting social norms
•  �Create an overarching group
•  �Engage in constructive dialogue
•  �Go through an experience together
•  �Use value-​based communication
•  �Use the block leader approach
•  �Increase the visibility of pro-​climate norms and trends
•  �Highlight that your group and social movements are valuable

For 
opponents

•  �Consider how peaceful protests can escalate
•  �Link the opponents’ social groups to climate action
•  �Use value-​based communication
•  �Create an overarching group

Achieving these goals using MORAL BELIEFS (Chapter 3)

Table 10.3:  Achieving goals using moral beliefs

For yourself •  �Reflect on your own values
•  �Let yourself experience anger
•  �Talk about your outrage
•  �Choose your strategies with the radical flank effect and impacts of 

constructive disruption in mind

In your group •  �Reflect on your group’s values
•  �Draw attention to injustices
•  �Show who is responsible
•  �Let your members talk about their outrage
•  �Choose your strategies with the radical flank effect and impacts of 

constructive disruption in mind

Table 10.2:  (Continued)
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For 
supporters

•  �Draw attention to injustices
•  �Show who is responsible
•  �Communicate your outrage to other supporters
•  �Challenge but don’t threaten others’ moral self-​image
•  �Consider the impacts of a radical flank
•  �Make it so your climate action is perceived as legitimate, relatable, 

and effective by supporters

For 
bystanders/​ 
third parties

•  �Consider the activist dilemma
•  �Draw attention to injustices
•  �Show who is responsible
•  �Communicate your outrage
•  �Seek direct contact in everyday life to narrow the moral-​

empathy gap
•  �Seek direct contact during an action
•  �Challenge but don’t threaten others’ moral self-​image
•  �Use non-​violent communication
•  �Balance public sympathy and media attention
•  �Consider the impacts of a radical flank
•  �Make it so your climate action is perceived as legitimate, relatable, 

and effective

For 
opponents

•  �Seek direct contact in everyday life to narrow the moral-​
empathy gap

•  �Consider the impacts of a radical flank
•  �Make it so your climate action is perceived as legitimate, relatable, 

and effective

Achieving these goals using FRAMING (Chapter 4)

Table 10.4:  Achieving goals using framing

For yourself •  �Choose which stories you want to tell
•  �Reflect on which frames suit you best

In your group •  �Choose which stories you want to tell as a group
•  �Reflect on which frames suit your group and target group best
•  �Consider that you’ll have members who prefer a promotion and 

prevention frame

For 
supporters, 
bystanders/​ 
third parties/​ 
opponents

•  �Identify problems and attributions (diagnostic frames)
•  �Predict the likely course of events (prognostic frames)
•  �Promote the desire to achieve something (motivational frames)
•  �Include a promotion and prevention frame
•  �Frame climate issues locally
•  �Frame climate issues in terms of present and future losses
•  �Frame climate issues as an environmental threat but also as an eco-

nomic, health, and national security threat
•  �Frame climate issues in terms of people’s existing values

Table 10.3:  (Continued)
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Achieving these goals using EFFICACY BELIEFS (Chapter 5)

Table 10.5:  Achieving goals using efficacy beliefs

For yourself •  �Seek environments that highlight success and the efficacy of your action
•  �Consider your media consumption and linked variations in efficacy 

beliefs
•  �Remind yourself of any sudden successes
•  �Attribute a success also to your own contribution
•  �Seek to give and get appreciative feedback
•  �Create your own visions of a socio-​ecological future (for example, 

with the aid of literature or movies)
•  �Reflect on your optimal group size and discuss it with your climate 

action group
•  �Reflect on what goals you want to pursue and how achievable they 

should be to motivate yourself
•  �Set a small number of diverse goals (include a goal safety net)
•  �Reflect on your own skills
•  �Look for support to develop new skills (including those out of your 

comfort zone)
•  �Reflect on the roles that you want to take in your climate action 

group and the climate movement

In your 
group

•  �Highlight a successful action and its effectiveness
•  �Remind yourself of any sudden successes
•  �Tell each other success stories
•  �Attribute a success to your own group
•  �Build an appreciative social feedback culture
•  �Design collective climate actions that inspire people and make them 

feel enthusiastic, hopeful, proud, and moved by them
•  �Create visions of a socio-​ecological future as a group
•  �Build a group culture around different motivations
•  �Consider your group size
•  �Reflect on what goals you want to pursue and how achievable they 

should be
•  �Set a small number of diverse goals (include a goal safety net)
•  �Familiarize yourself with the skills that are present in your group
•  �Support each other in developing skills
•  �Reflect and distribute roles within your group
•  �Consider that well-​known and comfortable roles may not lead to the 

most progress

For 
supporters

•  �Highlight a successful action and its effectiveness, especially one 
where the success was immediate

•  �Give other groups appreciative feedback
•  �Combine social norms with practical ways of how one can actually contribute
•  �Highlight an incidental injustice problem as a hook
•  �Design collective climate actions that inspire people and make them 

feel enthusiastic, hopeful, proud, and moved by them
•  �Create your joint visions as groups of the climate movement
•  �Reflect on your goals with other groups
•  �Consider that your group may have skills that other groups need 

(and vice versa)
•  �Reflect on roles and distribute them wisely within the movement
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For 
bystanders /​ 
third parties

•  �Highlight a successful action and its effectiveness, especially one 
where the success was immediate

•  �Make visible the fact that social norms are shifting towards climate 
action and that many people are already engaged in it

•  �Combine social norms with practical ways of how one can actually 
contribute

•  �Focus on normative rather than non-​normative forms of protest
•  �Highlight an incidental injustice problem as a hook
•  �Design collective climate actions that inspire people and make them 

feel enthusiastic, hopeful, proud, and moved by them
•  �Provide visions of what a socio-​ecological future could look like

For 
opponents

•  �Show that many people are already engaging in collective climate 
action

Achieving these goals using COLLECTIVE ACTION  
(Chapter 6)

Table 10.6:  Achieving goals using collective action

For yourself •  �Participate in collective climate action; this can foster     
motivation

•  �Acknowledge the intention-​behavior gap
•  �Successful actions: celebrate yourself
•  �Unsuccessful actions: seek group activities that help restore your 

energy; build up your efficacy beliefs; reframe goals and the setback; 
take a break and distract yourself

In your 
group

•  �Perform collective climate actions together
•  �Acknowledge the intention-​behavior gap
•  �Pick your battles
•  �Successful actions: celebrate yourself, evaluate your collective cli-

mate action
•  �Unsuccessful actions: engage in constructive dialogue about strategy 

(changes), restore members’ sense of belonging, foster members’ effi-
cacy beliefs, reframe goals and the setback

For 
supporters

•  �Invite friends and family to collective climate actions
•  �Successful actions: celebrate with others, discuss next steps with 

other groups
•  �Unsuccessful actions: seek advice from supporters, establish 

solidarity

For 
bystanders/​ 
third parties

•  �Invite friends and family to collective climate actions
•  �Acknowledge the intention-​behavior gap

Table 10.5:  (Continued)
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Achieving these goals using RESILIENCE STRATEGIES 
(Chapter 8)

Table 10.7:  Achieving goals using resilience strategies

For yourself •  �Make time for recreation
•  �Reflect on the right balance of motivation
•  �Blow off activist steam
•  �Increase your feelings of efficacy
•  �Say no, spread tasks, trust others
•  �Maintain non-​activist networks
•  �Consider therapy
•  �Switch to a different type of action
•  �Refrain from any group actions for a while
•  �Choose groups that provide you with your required basis of 

resources and security

In your 
group

•  �Ensure members feel a sense of belonging
•  �Take time to celebrate your group successes
•  �Create fun moments
•  �Let emotions shine through
•  �Develop an organized conflict culture
•  �Reflect on group cultures of martyrdom, competition, and 

performance
•  �Check your resources
•  �Make healthy engagement an active subject of discussion

For 
supporters

•  �Reflect on resilient collective climate action with other groups
•  �Be kind to other groups within the movement

DEFINING YOUR GOALS AND STRATEGIES

With these tables in mind, you can now figure out more precise goals and 
strategies that your climate action group wants to pursue in order to contribute 
to a larger socio-​ecological transformation. For your group to reach its fullest 
potential, it is worth discussing these questions:

Clarifying your long-​term goal

	• What is your group’s long-​term focus, vision, or mission?
	• What is your theory of change?
	• What is your group’s role in the movement for a socio-​ecological transformation, 
and what is currently needed?

Picking your battles

	• What goals do you want to achieve?
	• Which of these goals are immediate, short-​term, and medium-​term?
	• Which categories do these goals fit into? More general categories may be building 
awareness, building sympathy, getting people to act, sustaining engagement, 
building coalitions, and avoiding opponents.3

	• Which goals are most important for your group?
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	• Which goals are less important for your group?
	• Are there any overlooked goals that might be worth considering?
	• Which target groups do you think are most important to reach?

Reflecting on your chosen goals

	• What types of collective action can promote your goals?
	• What psychological strategies can help you achieve your goals?
	• What other groups are there addressing the same goals in similar or different 
ways?

	• Are there any conflicting goals so that pursuing one goal actually prevents the 
achievement of another goal?

	• Will your goals have any adverse effects on other climate actions or target 
groups?

You can use these questions to gain a personal understanding of where 
your climate action group is heading and whether this matches your ambitions 
and theory of change. In a climate action group meeting, start with an open 
brainstorming session in which group members can share any goals that come 
to mind. These could be clustered into immediate, short-​term, and medium-​term 
goals by giving them the same color or dividing them into columns. No criticism 
should be allowed at this stage.

When the brainstorming has ended, you can start prioritizing the goals. 
Wandelwerk likes to give each member a certain number of points to allocate to 
specific goals. For example, they could give their three points to one goal that 
they think is most important or give one point each to three different goals. This 
will give you an overview of the goals people prioritize within your group.

Now, reflect on what actions may achieve these goals. Keep in mind that 
it is impossible to plan collective climate action that will meet all your goals 
at once. An action may bring you closer to some goals, while others may not, 
and some cannot be pursued simultaneously. A more radical type of action may 
fulfill your goal of attracting more public attention but could negatively affect 
your goal to achieve public support for the climate action group (consider the 
activist’s dilemma in Focus 2 –​ Strategy 3 of Chapter 3).

As your climate action group does not exist in an isolated vacuum but in an 
ecosystem of other actors and groups, your group’s actions are likely to have an 
impact on other groups and possibly on the movement as a whole (see Focus 2 –​ 
Strategy 4 in Chapter 3 for more on considering the impacts of a radical flank). It 
seems wise to think carefully about the impact of your actions on the movement 
and to take care of your allies. But not just your allies. Actions can affect each of 
the five target groups differently. When planning an action, it is therefore worth 
considering how it might affect each target group.

In the final step, you can use the psychological strategies and suggestions 
outlined in Tables 10.2 to 10.7 to plan and refine your collective climate actions. 
We, the Author Team, hope that this framework, these questions, and these steps 
will help you and many climate action groups to design collective climate actions 
effectively and resiliently.
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Box 10.1:  Food for thought –​ What did you 
discover?

On the first pages of this book (in Box 1.2), you may have come up with 
a couple of questions about the psychology of collective climate action –​ 
now is the time to reflect back on these questions. What answers have you 
found, and what answers do you still have left to discover?
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FINAL WORDS

The Author Team would like to thank everyone who has contributed to this book 
in one way or another. For reflecting on and discussing the issues we have raised 
and for considering psychology-​based advice, we would also like to thank both 
those already involved and those just getting started in the movement for a socio-​
ecological transformation. The collective of psychologists here at Wandelwerk 
does more than write books and pen articles; our primary means of reaching 
people is actually through keynotes, workshops, and (university) seminars. We 
also enjoy engaging in counseling and giving interviews.

If you’re interested in working with us, please email us at info@wandel-​
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Karen: karen.hamann@wandel-​werk.org
Eva: eva.junge@wandel-​werk.org
Paula: paula.blumenschein@wandel-​werk.org
Sophia: sophia.dasch@wandel-​werk.org 
Alex: a_wernke@yahoo.de
Julian: julianbleh@posteo.de

RESEARCH AREAS IN NEED OF ADDRESSING

As part of the EPEAC project of which this book is part, the Author Team also 
conducted a study interviewing members of the movement for a socio-ecological 
transformation about the psychological questions they have and challenges they 
face.1 Based on these interviews and our summary of previous psychological 
research found in this book, we would like to highlight a number of research 
gaps as can be seen in Table 11.1. If you end up addressing these gaps during 
your own research, we would appreciate hearing from you.

Table 11.1:  Research areas in need of addressing
Motivating      
collective climate 
action

•  �How can climate action groups foster need fulfilment among 
their members?

•  �How can we confront structural barriers that lead to unequal 
access to collective climate action?

•  �What roles do hatred and contempt play in predicting involve-
ment in (non)normative collective climate action?a, b

•  �How do radical flanks affect the movement for a socio-​
ecological transformation?

•  �How do people perceive climate-​related constructive 
disruption?
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RECOMMENDED BOOKS AND VIDEOS TO EXPLORE

Of course, this book is not the only valuable resource on the psychology of col-
lective climate action. If you want to explore this topic further, Table 11.2 lists 
several books and videos that we recommend.

•  �Which narratives should climate groups use for their actions?
•  �What are truly effective ways to increase efficacy beliefs?
•  �What is the best way to deal with goals in the face of victory or 

defeat?
•  �Which roles in the movement build on which motivation?
•  �What motivates reformers to engage in collective climate 

action?
•  �Which theories of change can motivate collective climate 

action?

Resilient     
collective climate 
action

•  �What predicts activist burnout?
•  �Does feeling that climate action is one’s core purpose in life act 

as a buffer against activist burnout?
•  �How can climate action groups deal with anger in a 

motivating and constructive way?
•  �How can climate action groups deal with traumatic climate 

action experiences and repression?
•  �What group methods could increase the sharing of emotions?

Effective col-
lective climate 
action

•  �What is psychology’s role in a socio-​ecological transformation 
and transition research?

•  �What are the distinguishable roles within movements and how 
effective are they?

•  �How can groups be organized effectively, especially if these 
have flat hierarchies and anarchist structures?

•  �What effects do certain types of identity, moral, and efficacy 
communication have on opponents and counter-​mobilization?

•  �What effects do certain collective climate actions have on 
opponents and counter-​mobilization?

a.	 Tausch, N. et al. Explaining radical group behavior: Developing emotion and efficacy routes to 
normative and nonnormative collective action. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 101, 129–​148 (2011). https://​
doi.org/​10.1037/​a0022​728

b.	 Shuman, E., Cohen-​Chen, S., Hirsch-​Hoefler, S. & Halperin, E. Explaining normative versus 
nonnormative action: The role of implicit theories. Polit. Psychol. 37, 835–​852 (2016). 210
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Table 11.2:  Recommended books and videos

For motivating collective 
climate action

Social Change Lab: Psychology of Change: Video Resources and 
Evidence-​based Strategies to Create Social Change

For resilient collective     
climate action

The Lifelong Activist: How to Change the World without Losing 
Your Waya

Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazyb

Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (and the Next)c

For effective collective     
climate action

The Psychology of Effective Activismd

Reimagining Activism: A Practical Guide for the Great Transitione

For climate   
communication

Don’t Even Think About It: Why our Brains are Wired to Ignore 
Climate Changef

For private-​sphere   
climate action

Psychology of Environmental Protection –​ Handbook for 
Encouraging Sustainable Actionsg

a.	Rettig, H. The Lifelong Activist: How to Change the World Without Losing Your Way. (Lantern Books, 2006).
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e.	Narberhaus, M. & Sheppard, A. Reimagining Activism: A Practical Guide for the Great Transition. 

(Smart CSOs Lab, 2015).
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(Bloomsbury USA, 2015).
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Appendix
 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH DESIGNS

INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCES

Our own experiences are oftentimes very useful for illustrating certain topics. 
While the Author Team is happy to share their experiences with you, please keep 
in mind they may be different from your own or those of the groups you belong 
to. Furthermore, our Team’s experiences are predominantly characterized by a 
White and academic perspective of the Global North.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Qualitative research is present in psychology but much more common in other 
scientific disciplines such as sociology or political science. Here, the focus can 
be general or specific case studies that highlight a very unique phenomenon, as 
shown in Table A.1.

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

Psychological research is mostly quantitative, based on data from large numbers  
of people, and it is often somewhat generalizable. As you can see in Table A.2,  
research can be viewed as a weighing task between causality inference and  
reality inference. Often, studies mix some of the described designs. If you are  
interested in a more extensive overview, take a look at pages 87–​90 of Applying  
Social Psychology1.

Table A.1:  Example of a qualitative research design

Design Description Causality inference Reality 
inference

Typical aim

Interview 
studies

•	 research based 
on interviewing 
people about a par-
ticular topic

•	 can take various 
forms of analysis

•	 example: assessing 
empowerment during 
and after an anti-​roads 
occupation2

•	 self-​reported 
causality 

•	 perceptions of 
interviewees

•	 interpretation of 
the scientist

•	 close to 
real life

•	 depends 
on context
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Table A.2:  Quantitative research methods

Design Description Causality inference Reality inference Typical aim

Experimental 
research

•  �participants are divided into different 
groups and tested to see how these 
groups differ in the expression of psycho-
logical characteristics after being given 
a text, task, or other variation between 
conditions

•  �typically conducted in a laboratory 
or online

•  �example: comparing an experi-
mental group who receives a message 
highlighting the efficacy of a group with 
a control group who receives no such 
message in order to see how collective 
action intentions are affected3

•  �causality test •  �often far from real 
life

•  �studying     
psychological 
mechanisms

Longitudinal 
research

•  �measures psychological processes across 
two or more time points

•  �example: measuring people’s collective 
actions and private behaviors and how 
they change across four time points in 
order to assess how these concepts influ-
ence each other4

•  �hints of causality •  �depends on context •  �studying psycho-
logical mechanisms

Field inter-
vention 
research

•  �tests an intervention that is applied to a 
real-​life setting

•  �can include a control group or a measure 
point before and after the intervention

•  �example: testing the effects of a twelve-​
week video intervention on people’s col-
lective climate action5

•  �depends on research 
design

•  �close to real life •  �generating answers 
to real-​world 
problems
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Cross-​
sectional 
research

•  �measures concepts at one time point and 
looks at their relation

•  �example: assessing the relation between 
need fulfilment and activist burnout6

•  �no causality can be 
inferred

•  �depends on context •  �depends on context
•  �typically a first step 

for new areas of 
research

Meta-​
analytical 
research

•  �includes and statistically integrates the 
(often quite diverging) findings of a 
number of related studies

•  �example: a meta-​analysis investigating 
the psychological antecedents of col-
lective action across various studies7

•  �depends on research 
design

•  �yes, if experimental 
results are summarized

•  �no, if cross-​sectional 
results are summarized

•  �depends on context
•  �yes, if field research 

is summarized
•  �no, if labora-

tory studies are 
summarized

•  �gaining an overview
•  �creating more gener-

alizable insights
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