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Abstract
Since 2016, a group of senior women organized in the association KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz has been trying to legally
force the Swiss government to take stronger climate protection measures. Parallel to the pursuit of a climate lawsuit, the
KlimaSeniorinnen have developed into a growing social movement that is present in the media and participates in the
public debate on climate change. Building on this specific climate litigation case, the present article analyzes the strategy
formation of new actors in the field of climate governance. Based on existing concepts of social movement research, the
strategy formation of the KlimaSeniorinnen is reconstructed in terms of a strategic actor who pursues certain strategic ori-
entations in given strategic contexts. The empirical analysis of the strategic context (by means of opportunity structures),
the strategic orientations (via collective action frames), and the strategic actor (by means of interviews) shows a double
strategy. On the one hand, the KlimaSeniorinnen attempt to address a specific legal opportunity structure with an ‘injus-
tice frame,’ which emphasizes human rights and the special vulnerability of older women to intense heat waves. On the
other hand, they want to mobilize public support for an ambitious climate policy by additionally promoting a ‘grandchil-
dren frame,’ which articulates altruistic values, such as responsibility towards future generations. Based on this analysis,
both practical implications and consequences for future research on a new climate politics, which is increasingly taking
shape between and across different arenas, are discussed.
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1. Introduction

A growing number of societal actors are combating cli-
mate change on various fronts with different strategies
(Dietz & Garrelts, 2014; Dryzek, Norgaard, & Schlosberg,
2013). In particular, the longstanding stalemate in inter-
national climate politics and the widely perceived fail-
ure of governments to take serious action, both of which
were particularly evident during the spectacular fail-

ure of the 15th Conference of the Parties (COP 15) to
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change in Copenhagen in 2009, have given rise to new
actors and initiatives that seek to take matters into
their own hands (Falkner, Stephan, & Vogler, 2010).
The increasingly differentiated field of climate gover-
nance includes activities as diverse as urban climate
change experiments (Castán Broto & Bulkeley, 2013),
‘do-it-yourself’ forms of action (Cloutier, Papin, & Bizier,
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2018), sufficiency-oriented business models (Bocken &
Short, 2016), and the development of governance net-
works that seek to organize climate protection beyond
politics and the state (Bäckstrand, Kuyper, Linnér, &
Lövbrand, 2017).

In recent years, however, in the wake of the Paris
Agreement and its new approach to climate gover-
nance, which emphasizes the role of national govern-
ments in a mechanism of voluntary but binding goal-
setting and reporting, we are witnessing both a new
wave of political mobilization and a renewed invocation
of government responsibility (de Moor, Vydt, Uba, &
Wahlström, 2020). The most prominent example is cer-
tainly the Fridays for Future movement, which started
with local school strikes by young people and soon devel-
oped into a broad transnational climate movement far
beyond the younger generation (Martiskainen et al.,
2020). Messages proclaimed in mass public rallies and
marches, such as “we strike until you act” or “follow
the Paris Agreement,” underscore that this new climate
activism is again increasingly demanding political action
from governments.

Besides these highly visible forms of urging govern-
ments to act, other groups of climate activists address
their concerns through more formal strategies and via
institutional channels. Rather than resorting to starting
mass protests or provoking civil disobedience (Mattheis,
2020), for example, they are seeking to force govern-
ments to accept their responsibility for climate action
through legal means. With Urgenda’s lawsuit against the
Dutch government certainly being the most prominent
case, an increasing number of climate lawsuits have been
filed by various actors against governments in different
countries in recent years (Burger et al., 2017; Okubo,
2013; Peel & Osofsky, 2017; Setzer & Vanhala, 2019).

Meanwhile, research on climate litigation has contin-
ued to increase and—mainly from a legal perspective—
has produced comprehensive insights into the condi-
tions and consequences of climate lawsuits in differ-
ent contexts. However, social science analyses of the
actors who engage in climate activism by legal means
and their respective strategies are still scarce (Setzer &
Vanhala, 2019). In order to better understand the role of
climate litigation in and for climate governance, there is
still a need for more specific insights into the complex
and diverse motivations of those who choose to mobi-
lize the law in pursuing their strategies (Vanhala, 2013,
p. 462). Accordingly, the aim of this article is to con-
tribute to the understanding of the “community of capa-
ble and willing litigants” (Setzer & Vanhala, 2019, p. 6)
by analyzing the strategy of a specific litigant, namely
the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz. Representing a group of
elderly women, the KlimaSeniorinnen are the first to
attempt to enforce stronger governmental climate pro-
tection measures through legal action in Switzerland.
In addition to the legal process, the group has quickly
developed into an actor that voices its demands in the
broader public and thus receives ample media attention.

In addition to contributing a case study to climate litiga-
tion research, our analysis aims to shed light on how new
actors in the field of climate politics are acting strategi-
cally in the context of increasingly differentiated climate
governance. We argue that new actors in the climate
movement, such as the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz, pur-
sue multiple strategic orientations in more and more
varied strategic contexts that provide social movements
with different entry points to address their concerns.

In the following section, we briefly embed the case
study of the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz in new climate
politics (Section 2). Drawing on social movement the-
ory and the analysis of political strategy, we specify
three dimensions for understanding strategies of climate
activism, namely strategic contexts, strategic orienta-
tions, and strategic actors (Section 3). We outline our
methods, which combine a literature-based analysis of
strategic contexts, a frame analysis of strategic orien-
tations, and qualitative interviews to shed light on the
activities of strategic actors (Section 4). Subsequently,
we present the results of our three-dimensional strat-
egy analysis of the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz (Section 5).
We then reflect on the interplay between the strategy
dimensions and discuss the broader implications of our
analysis for new climate politics (Section 6).We conclude
with perspectives for practice and future research.

2. Background: New Climate Politics and the Climate
Litigation of the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz

2.1. New Climate Politics and Climate Litigation

Climate change has become a socio-political megatopic
that permeates all areas of society (Dryzek et al., 2013).
The increasingly diverse group of actors in climate
activism reflects a multiplication of strategic entry points
in ever more pluralized and institutionalized climate gov-
ernance. For example, the progressive differentiation of
climate governance—from international agreements to
governmental climate protection programs—brings with
it new opportunities to address and articulate climate
political interests and concerns (Bäckstrand et al., 2017).
In particular, the post-Paris regime represents a new ref-
erence andmotivational basis for climate activism, as it is
largely based on a principle of binding voluntariness that
virtually calls for an active role of civil society actors in
controlling governmental policies (Falkner, 2016; Kanie
et al., 2019).

In addition to mobilizing political pressure on the
streets through parties and parliaments, climate activism
is increasingly resorting to institutional channels to
articulate its concerns. Examples of this polity-directed
activism are so-called climate lawsuits or litigation, with
which social movements have been fighting for sev-
eral years for more climate protection (Boutcher &
McCammon, 2019, p. 307; Hilson, 2002). To an increas-
ing extent, they are being considered as potentially
important mechanisms to support the implementation
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of nationally determined contributions under the Paris
Agreement (Butterfield, 2018). Even if the obstacles in
terms of both high costs and demanding criteria for
standing are significant and the chances of success have
so far been rather low, there are always new cases of cli-
mate complaints (Setzer & Vanhala, 2019; Vanhala, 2012,
2013). In the further course of this article, we want to
better understand the strategic considerations behind
climate lawsuits by looking at the special case of the
KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz.

2.2. The KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz

In 2014, Greenpeace International launched a strategy
processwith the aimof involvingmore people in the fight
against climate change. After the first-instance victory
of the Dutch organization Urgenda in 2015, Greenpeace
Switzerland decided to initiate a similar climate liti-
gation case in Switzerland. As the Federal Supreme
Court is not able to review the compatibility of federal
laws, such as the CO2 Act, with the Swiss Constitution,
Greenpeace commissioned a legal opinion to examine
another potential substantive legal foundation for a cli-
mate litigation case in Switzerland (see Bähr, Brunner,
Casper, & Lustig, 2018). The suggested procedural path—
the request to issue a ‘ruling on real acts’ (Verfügung
über Realakte) in terms of Article 25(a) of the Federal
Act on Administrative Procedure—requires a particularly
affected group of people as applicants. The lawyers iden-
tified women between 75 and 84 years of age as espe-
cially suitable. Their mortality rate is significantly higher
during heat waves—also compared to men of the same
age cohort. According to the legal opinion, seniorwomen
are particularly affected by climate change and also have
an interest worthy of special protection, thus fulfilling
two essential legal requirements for filing a lawsuit.

As no existing organization met the legal criteria
for applicants, Greenpeace actively searched for a new
group. Once a board of active women had been formed,
they recruited more members by activating their net-
works. At the time of its official foundation in August
2016, the new association of the KlimaSeniorinnen
Schweiz consisted of 273members. Since then, this num-
ber has grown to over 1600 women (January 2020).
The KlimaSeniorinnen are financed by private donations
and by Greenpeace Switzerland. With increasing dona-
tions, the grouphas gainedmore andmore financial inde-
pendence and even reimbursed Greenpeace for some of
its expenses.

2.3. The Legal Process

In November 2016, based on Article 25(a) of the Federal
Administrative ProcedureAct, the KlimaSeniorinnen filed
their request for the discontinuation of failures in climate
protection (Verein KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz, 2016).
They claimed that four administrative bodies, includ-
ing the Swiss Federal Council; the Department of the

Environment, Transport, Energy, and Communications;
and two of its subordinate agencies, failed to fulfil their
obligations regarding the Swiss climate legislation and
its implementation by 2020 and 2030. They demanded
that the government ends its illegal behavior and adjusts
its omissions by initiating, among others, a preliminary
legislative procedure to reinforce the greenhouse gas
emission reduction targets and corresponding mitiga-
tion measures.

In substantive terms, the KlimaSeniorinnen base
their claim on a variety of legal sources, beginning
with the obligations arising from the Paris Agreement
and through three provisions of the Swiss Constitution,
namely the right to life (Art. 10, para. 1), the principle of
sustainable development (Art. 73), and the precaution-
ary principle (Art. 74, para. 2). Further, the claim is based
on two articles of the European Convention on Human
Rights, namely the right to life (Art. 2) and the right to
respect private and family life (Art. 8).

In April 2017, the Department of the Environment,
Transport, Energy, and Communications rejected the
application, arguing that the KlimaSeniorinnen did
not meet the formal requirements for legal stand-
ing. They denied the special affectedness of the
KlimaSeniorinnen, asserting that they aimed at a global
reduction of the CO2 concentration for everyone’s
benefit. The KlimaSeniorinnen lodged an appeal with
the Federal Administrative Court, which was rejected
in November 2017 based on the argument that the
KlimaSeniorinnen had not demonstrated any specific
affectedness that goes beyond the general concern.
A further appeal with the Federal Court was also rejected
in May 2020, prompting the group to file the case at
the European Court of Human Rights in November 2020,
where it is still pending.

3. Framework: Analyzing Strategy Formation of Social
Movement Actors

Movement research has established three broad factors
that explain the formation and activities of social move-
ments: the institutional contextsmovements face, which
determine the opportunity spaces of their actions; the
construction and interpretation of norms and ideas that
guide their actions; and the organizational basis available
to actors for mobilizing support and coordinating their
actions (McAdam, 2017). For our empirical analysis of
the strategy formation of the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz,
we interpret these three bundles of factors as basic
dimensions of strategy, with strategy referring to the
deliberate attempt by actors to pursue certain, longer-
term goals within a given context through coordinated
action (Doherty & Hayes, 2019; Raschke & Tils, 2013).
Strategy formation thus involves the development of a
strategic goal orientation in relation to a specific strategic
context by an organized strategic actor. We specify and
operationalize these three elements—strategic context,
strategic orientation, and strategic actor—as follows.
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Strategic context refers to both the structural and sit-
uational conditions within which and in relation to which
groups decide whether or not to take action and how.
By providing incentives for certain options and imposing
constraints on others, the strategic context influences a
movement’s strategy-making. While it draws on the con-
cept of political opportunity structures, which is widely
used to explain the emergence and institutionalization
of social movements in terms of the openness of political
systems (Meyer &Minkoff, 2004; Van Der Heijden, 1997),
the concept of strategic context goes beyond that other
concept in three ways: First, in addition to more or less
open political structures, strategic contexts emphasize
more contingent and dynamic factors, such as the recep-
tivity of political elites to social movements’ concerns
(Hilson, 2002). Second, it reflects the pluralization of
(climate) governance arenas and broadens the perspec-
tive to include “different openings” available to social
movements to address their concerns (Vanhala, 2012,
p. 526). In our case of climate litigation, we refer specif-
ically to political and legal opportunities. While politi-
cal opportunities open and close spaces for actors to
influence the policy agenda, legal opportunities include
all kinds of factors that condition access to legal gov-
ernance (Vanhala, 2012, p. 526) and that influence the
design of legal strategies (Fuchs, 2013). Specifically, legal
opportunities refer to the “mechanics of the judicial
process that shape access to the court, including what
may be litigated, who can litigate and where and when
such litigation can occur” (Vanhala, 2012, p. 527). Third,
unlike opportunity structures, which imply a unidirec-
tional imposition of opportunities and constraints on
socialmovement actors, strategic contexts refer to a field
of loosely connected and relatively autonomous arenas
among which social movements can, to some degree,
choose the most favorable (McAdam & Tarrow, 2019).

Strategic orientations comprise the most important
(cognitive) interpretation patterns and (normative) goals
of movement actors, with which they try to reach a
certain audience and/or influence the political process.
We capture strategic orientations through an analysis of
collective action frames. Frames refer to those “action-
oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and
legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social move-
ment organization” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 614).With
the help of frames, movement actors attribute a spe-
cific (and always selective) meaning to social phenom-
ena (Hänggli & Kriesi, 2012): They problematize existing
conditions (Entman, 1993), assign responsibilities for the
problem and its solution, outline alternatives in terms
of goals and options for action, and provide reasons
why other actors should support the cause (Snow, 2004;
Snow, Vliegenthart, & Ketelaars, 2019).

Social movements generally refer to collectives of
actors who engage in some form of joint action to pur-
sue common goals (Snow, Soule, Kriesi, & McCammon,
2019). The concept of strategic actors refers to the fact
that social movement strategies are usually formulated

and driven by a group of core actors who cannot con-
trol the social movement in a strict sense (Scharpf, 1997)
but who have specific resources, such as finances, an
organizational base, experience, knowledge, and net-
works, to significantly shape the movement’s strategy
(Edwards, McCarthy, & Mataic, 2019). It is the strategic
actors who take the lead in formulating and implement-
ing strategic orientations within given strategic contexts
(Ganz & McKenna, 2019; Morris & Staggenborg, 2004).
To this end, they ensure the provision and maintenance
of strategic capacity by building organizational structures
and mobilizing resources and social support (Raschke &
Tils, 2013).

4. Methodology: Combining Literature, Frame, and
Interview Analysis

Our case study on the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz com-
bines three analytical steps, each of which relates to
one of the conceptual elements of our strategy frame-
work. To gain insights into the strategic context in which
the KlimaSeniorinnen emerged and work, we first identi-
fied, based on existing literature, crucial elements of the
political and legal opportunity structures in Switzerland
that are likely to shape the strategy formation of the
KlimaSeniorinnen.

To capture the strategic orientation, we conducted
a frame analysis of the written communication of the
KlimaSeniorinnen. The analysis included different kinds
of publicly accessible documents, such as statutes, legal
documents, and press releases (covering the period from
July 2016 until the end of 2019), as well as a selection
of media reports and parts of their website. These dif-
ferent groups of documents are aimed at different audi-
ences, such as legal bodies (legal documents) or the
media and the public (press releases, media reports).
First, we conducted a deductive a priori categorization
based on various studies of framing in environmental
politics (Dahinden, 2002; Nisbet, 2009). Framing pat-
terns, such as a focus on scientific facts or an empha-
sis on personal affectedness, served as a guideline for
the subsequent inductive categorization. We mapped
the patterns and figures of thought in the text material
and combined them into a hierarchical order (Kuckartz,
2014). Following Benford and Snow (2000), we used
the three frame functions—diagnostic, prognostic, and
motivational—and added Entman’s (1993) problem defi-
nition function to be able to more accurately depict the
legal reasoning. These four functions served as super-
ordinate categories, and all the codes were assigned to
these functions. Thereby, we were able to distinguish
two predominant category patterns, representing two
collective action frames.

In a last analytical step, we conducted qualita-
tive, semi-structured interviews with three key strate-
gic actors: the co-president of the KlimaSeniorinnen
Schweiz, the responsible project leader at Greenpeace
Switzerland, and one of the association’s lawyers. All

Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 2, Pages 124–134 127

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


interviews were conducted in January 2020. Conscious
of fundamental limitations of reconstructing decision-
making processes in movements (Blee, 2012), the aim of
the interviews was, on the one hand, to obtain factual
process knowledge about the organization and motiva-
tion of the strategic core actors and, on the other hand,
to deepen and validate the results of the analysis of
the strategic context and strategic orientations and link
them to the interpretations of the actors (Bogner, Littig,
& Menz, 2014, pp. 18–19).

5. Empirical Findings: Strategy Formation in the Case
of the KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz

5.1. Strategic Context

The KlimaSeniorinnen face a comparatively open
political opportunity structure in Switzerland (Kriesi,
Koopmans, Duyvendak, & Giugni, 1995). Besides the
opportunities for social actors to participate in the
regular legislative process through consultations, the
direct democratic system in Switzerland offers numer-
ous opportunities for social movements to bring their
demands into the political arena (Kriesi & Wisler, 1996;
Van Der Heijden, 1997, p. 30).While a facultative referen-
dum allows social movements to oppose parliamentary
decisions, a federal popular initiative offers the opportu-
nity to initiate changes and put problems on the political
agenda. One could even say that the direct democratic
system guides the actions of social movements into the
conventional channels of political will and interest artic-
ulation as it delegitimizes unconventional, confronta-
tional, or violent actions (Van Der Heijden, 1997, p. 43).
The party-political composition of cantonal and national
parliaments was rather non-receptive concerning cli-
mate issues when the KlimaSeniorinnen were founded.
The party landscape was sharply divided with regard to
environmental topics, with a majority of conservative
and liberal positions. However, with the sharp increase
in public attention being paid to the climate issue in
recent years, which has translated into a strong increase
in votes for green parties in cantonal elections and espe-
cially the 2019 elections for the National Parliament,
the so-called green wave has provided favorable oppor-
tunities for addressing climate policy issues. Thus, these
political factors have a signaling effect that reinforces the
movement actors’ perceptions of political opportunities
for action (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004).

In contrast, the legal opportunities appear less favor-
able. The non-existence of a constitutional court reduces
the possibilities for social movements to pursue their
demands through legal action. Therefore, no Swiss court
is able to review the provisions of the CO2 Act for its com-
patibility with constitutional and human rights (Krumm,
2015, p. 231). In addition, the legal process chosen by
the KlimaSeniorinnen is characterized by complex pro-
cedural requirements, for example, with regard to the
right to sue. This is demonstrated by the fact that the

procedure was only disclosed through a detailed legal
opinion from two lawyers. Grassroots movements with-
out substantial financial and legal support are thus de
facto excluded from legal action. Apart from the proce-
dural issues, the legal dispute of the KlimaSeniorinnen is
considered a pioneering project in Europe and the world
(Bähr et al., 2018). Neither the Federal Court nor the
European Court of Human Rights have ever ruled on such
a legal case before. Although legal cases in other coun-
tries have served as a source of inspiration, no direct
judgment could be used to build up the argumenta-
tion. This underlines that the legal process taken by the
KlimaSeniorinnen is associated with considerable risks,
which indicates rather unfavorable legal opportunities.

5.2. Strategic Orientation

Our analysis of the written communication of the
KlimaSeniorinnen revealed two distinct strategic orien-
tations associated with two clearly distinguishable but
partially overlapping frames (see Table 1). An ‘injustice
frame’ stresses the older women’s particular affected-
ness in terms of health problems and a scientifically
proven higher mortality rate during heat waves. In a
magazine for elderly people, one of the board mem-
bers stated: “We senior citizens are the population group
most affected by the increasing heat waves, because our
health problems and mortality are particularly high. This
is why we are suing the government” (Hollenstein, 2019,
translated by the authors). The problem of global warm-
ing is described as imminent and highly urgent. The injus-
tice frame emphasizes the state’s responsibility to pro-
tect human rights codified in the Swiss Constitution and
international law. A member of the KlimaSeniorinnen
said in an interview with an established daily newspaper:

The Federal Constitution states that [the government]
must protect people from harmful impacts. The gov-
ernment has a duty to protect senior women. It must
preventively protect us from negative effects on our
health; this is the basis of our complaint. (Häne, 2016,
translated by the authors)

The injustice frame underlines that the government’s
failure to protect seniorwomen leads to a substantial vio-
lation of thesewomen’s rights and thus to a state of injus-
tice. It predicts that more climate protection is needed
to solve the problem, and hence the KlimaSeniorinnen
have the right to resist by means of a climate litigation
case. Potential activists aremotivated by the portrayal of
the KlimaSeniorinnen as a social movement with numer-
ousmembers that counts on support from the public and
from Greenpeace.

The ‘grandchildren frame,’ on the other hand,
emphasizes the threat that global warming poses for
future generations. For example, one of the climate
seniors stated in an interview with a magazine for grand-
parents in Switzerland: “I want my grandchildren to
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Table 1. The frame category system.

Frame function Injustice frame Both frames (ambiguous categories) Grandchildren frame

1. Problem definition Particular affectedness Urgency Threat for future generations
Health problems
Scientific foundation

2. Diagnosis Legal basis Responsibility of state actors
Rights violation

3. Prognosis Climate change litigation More climate protection
The right to resist

4. Motivation Support from Greenpeace and public Protection of grandchildren
Social movement Responsibility of the older

generation

have a good life. A condition for this is that the climate
stabilizes” (Gindely, 2016, translated by the authors).
The grandchildren frame also blames state actors for
not assuming their responsibility and demands more
ambitious climate policies in order to solve the problem.
The motivation function of the frame is twofold: On the
one hand, it stresses the need to protect grandchildren.
On the other, it accentuates that the older generations
have contributed substantially to the climate crisis and
therefore bear a certain responsibility to act.

The injustice frame is far more dominant than the
grandchildren frame in all the types of analyzed commu-
nication. However, we observed significant differences:
While the grandchildren frame was almost non-existent
in legal documents, it was clearly visible inmedia reports,
on the website, and in the association’s leaflet (see
Table 2). The latter are documents targeted at the
mobilization of new members and supporters from the
broader public. In addition, the injustice frame was
largely self-contained, whereas the grandchildren frame
rarely appeared by itself but rather in combination with
the injustice frame.

5.3. Strategic Actor

The internal organization of the KlimaSeniorinnen reveals
a clear division of tasks and roles. The team of lawyers
mainly focuses on the legal representation of the litiga-
tion case. Greenpeace, on the other hand, is repeatedly
described as the movement’s secretariat. Even after the

initiation and formation of the group, the NGO has con-
tinued to play a central strategic role: The project leader
prepares most of the board meetings, designs parts of
the written communication, and coordinates media rela-
tions. Greenpeace also conducted media training for
those women most present in the media. According to
statements by Greenpeace and senior women activists,
Greenpeace’s central organizational role was never con-
cealed from the public, but it has not been proactively
communicated either. The interviewees stress that the
decision-making authority concerning the legal proceed-
ing as well as the public appearances ultimately lie with
the association’s nine-member board and its general
assembly. Likewise, it is the association and its members
who decide what kind of information they want to com-
municate to the media and the public.

In terms of external relations, the three key strate-
gic actors interviewed pointed at the importance of
a global network on climate change litigation for the
KlimaSeniorinnen case. Greenpeace and the board of the
KlimaSeniorinnen maintain a close and steady dialogue
with actors in new climate politics around the world.
They also emphasize the advantages of exchanging legal
arguments between cases in different contexts, even if
courts are not bound by the judgments of courts in other
countries. Thus, the case of the KlimaSeniorinnen was
inspired by other climate litigation processes, and their
legal argumentation based on the European Convention
on Human Rights is intended to promote other court
cases around the globe and especially in Europe.

Table 2. Distribution of frames.

Example Categories of injustice frame Ambiguous categories Categories of grandchildren frame

Legal documents 74% 26% 0%
Press releases 58% 36% 6%
Website, leaflet, statutes 39% 49% 12%
Media reports 53% 34% 13%
Notes: Distribution of categories in the different types of analyzed communication. For example, 58% of all categories allocated in press
releases are attributed to the injustice frame, 36% can be assigned to both frames, and 6% belong to the grandchildren frame.
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The KlimaSeniorinnen were far from inactive in the
long interim periods between the filing of the legal com-
plaints and the authorities’ answers. They expressed
their concerns through various side activities and active
media work. Side activities included a delegation of
the KlimaSeniorinnen traveling to the World Economic
Forum in Davos or taking part in networking events at
the COP 23 in Bonn in 2017. Several board members
have regularly participated in podium events, confer-
ences, or climatemarches. For instance, the co-president
contributed to a discussion board on health and the envi-
ronment at the University of Lausanne in 2019. They
have increasingly cooperated with other climate move-
ments, such as young activists of the Fridays for Future
movement, and have organized common events and per-
formances. The association also supports a popular initia-
tive aimed at anchoring the goals of the Paris Agreement
in the Swiss Constitution (‘Gletscherinitiative’). These
activities were accompanied by a lot of active media
work. The KlimaSeniorinnen published press releases
regarding every step in the legal procedure and many
of the side events. Moreover, several members were
portrayed in well-known newspapers but also in issue-
specific media, such as magazines for grandparents or
women. As a result, the KlimaSeniorinnen achieved a
comparatively broad media presence and were given
the chance to emphasize their goals and demands and
to explain the motivation behind their activism in front
of different social groups and differentiated publics.
The strategic actors interviewed emphasized how being
associated with the KlimaSeniorinnen offers a lever for
senior women to engage in climate politics. Moreover,
their presence in the media is assessed positively not
only for mobilization purposes but also because thus far
the tendency has been for seniors not to have a strong
voice in climate activism.

6. Discussion: The Dual Strategy of the
KlimaSeniorinnen and its Implications for New
Climate Politics

With regard to the relatively open political system
in Switzerland, which basically offers many opportu-
nities for social movements to put their claims on
the political agenda, it seems counterintuitive that the
KlimaSeniorinnen have chosen the protracted and costly
legal route to force state actors to take more ambitious
climate action. However, our strategy-oriented analysis
sheds a more nuanced light on this seemingly counterin-
tuitive choice, revealing more complex considerations of
strategic actors pursuing strategic orientations in differ-
entiated strategic contexts.

Interviews with key strategic actors suggest that the
lawsuit initiated by the KlimaSeniorinnen is part of a
dual strategy aimed at achieving simultaneous impacts
in the legal and political arenas. Thus, the idea of found-
ing the association originated from strategic consider-
ations of Greenpeace Switzerland. The interview part-

ners confirmed that the strategic purpose consisted not
only of the legal case but also of the complementary
political mobilization. The goal was to found a move-
ment that could outlast the duration of the lawsuit. The
choice of a legal route was particularly regarded as bear-
ing the potential to attract greater political attention.
In view of the polarization between left- and right-wing
parties in the field of climate policy, it was aimed not
so much at political decision-makers but rather at a
broader public, especially the older generations, which
had previously been less concerned about climate issues.
In the wake of the green wave and a more receptive
political atmosphere, the climate seniors increasingly
reached out to the broader public and became engaged
in political mobilization. With the green wave, their legal
activities became more prominent and visible in the
media, and they began to exploit their political poten-
tial. This legal–political double strategy manifests itself
in the presence of two frames that indicate different
strategic orientations and are tailored to different strate-
gic contexts. With a frame that focuses on their own
need for protection, the KlimaSeniorinnen try to address
and create resonance in the legal system. The injustice
frame focuses on the immediate consequences of cli-
mate change in the form of heat waves and emphasizes
an acute threat to the health and physical integrity of
older women, and thus their constitutional and human
rights. This serves as the basis for claiming an illegal
violation of the state’s responsibility to protect this par-
ticularly vulnerable group of elder women. In contrast,
the grandchildren frame refers to the consequences of
unchecked climate change for the living conditions of
future generations and emphasizes the responsibility of
the older generation to take action. In its future-oriented
and altruistic orientation, it aims at direct supporters,
new members, and the general public. According to the
interviewees, the altruistic motives in the grandchildren
frame are particularly well suited formobilizing the older
generation, as they resonate with their intrinsic motiva-
tion for engagement.

Yet the political mobilization goals of the climate
seniors are also supported by their legal strategy. Apart
from the fact that the legal process itself receives con-
siderable media attention, the choice of legal action
does not only represent an appropriate form of activism
(Hilson, 2002, p. 241) but also lends additional legitimacy
to the concerns of the KlimaSeniorinnen and further
strengthens their already high age-related integrity and
credibility. Taken together, their social status, fragility,
and rights-based legal activism give them a serious and
legitimate voice in the climate movement and beyond.
However, strategic actors are well aware that there
is a tension between legal and political orientation.
For example, the altruistic framing of the older genera-
tion as being responsible for future generations, aimed
atmobilizing additional support fromolder people, could
undermine their positioning as a particularly vulnerable
group that deserves special protection by the state, as
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promoted in the injustice frame. Apart from the fact that
the communication of the KlimaSeniorinnen is clearly
dominated by the injustice frame, the strategic actors
interviewedbelieve that the advantages of politicalmobi-
lization outweigh the risks of weakening their position in
the lawsuit.

Apart from adding another case study on legally
oriented climate activism to existing research (Burger
et al., 2017; Setzer & Vanhala, 2019; Vanhala, 2013), our
detailed empirical analysis of the KlimaSeniorinnen doc-
uments how climate litigation can be part of a broader
strategy. The KlimaSeniorinnen did not follow a strict
script but reacted flexibly to the development of their
legal case and the reception of their proceeding in the
media and the public. All the same, the active initiation of
the group by Greenpeace, the targeted dual framing, the
clear distribution of roles between the strategic actors,
and the active media work are condensed into an over-
all picture of a strategic actor using a climate lawsuit not
only for legal purposes but also for political mobilization.
In particular, the case study shows how groups address
“different openings” in targeted ways to articulate their
concerns (Vanhala, 2012, p. 529) and how they develop
different frames to do so.

Our case study once again underlines the role of
strategic considerations in the formulation of legal claims
(Wedeking, 2010). Thus, the legal (sub-)strategy of the
KlimaSeniorinnen is based on a frame that highlights
the actual dangers—in the form of heatwaves—of the
ongoing climate change for the specific needs and rights
of older women. The acute violation of the rights of
this group is presented as a consequence of the govern-
ment’s failure to implement an ambitious climate pol-
icy, from which the necessity and duty of the state to
pursue a more ambitious climate policy now is derived.
In contrast to earlier climate lawsuits, two interlocking
frame shifts are at work here: On the one hand, the time
frame is shifting in such a way that climate change is no
longer interpreted only as a risk for future generations,
but rather as a currently manifest threat to a specific
social group (Hilson, 2019). On the other, the reference
to a present threat opens up the possibility of linking the
consequences of climate changewith human rights, thus
reflecting the recent human rights shift in climate pro-
cesses (Peel & Osofsky, 2018). The emphasis on urgency,
based on a shift from the future to the present, is also
characteristic of other parts of the climate movement
(de Moor et al., 2020).

As for the observed efforts concerning political mobi-
lization, our case analysis confirms previous research,
which has shown that legal strategies often have indi-
rect political and social effects, and sometimes are even
chosen because of them (Boutcher &McCammon, 2019;
Edelman, Leachman, & McAdam, 2010; Vanhala, 2012).
Yet, it points to a specific strategic quality of this polit-
ical mobilization by law. Thus, the KlimaSeniorinnen
were created purposefully and with professional sup-
port from Greenpeace as a group that is both enti-

tled and promising with regard to filing legal action.
At the same time, the legal strategy was only made
possible by Greenpeace’s financial means and institu-
tional resources. While the collaboration between pro-
fessional and financially strong movement actors and
non-professional and non-institutionalized activists is
not a novelty (Mol, 2000; Van Der Heijden, 1997), the
case of the KlimaSeniorinnen is characterized by very tar-
geted efforts to combine the strategic competence of
professional actors with an intrinsically and authentically
motivated civil activism. Apart from pointing out the ten-
sion between these divergent orientations of strategy
and sincerity as it were (Holdo, 2019), the case is also an
example of how this tension can be productively dealt
with by means of differentiated yet connected commu-
nicative frames tailored to different contexts and audi-
ences. Moreover, on the one hand, the case stands for
the high degree of differentiation in climate activism.
At the same time, it reveals the overlapping of and inter-
action between different strands of the climate move-
ment, allowing for innovative liaisons between vary-
ing actors.

Finally, the KlimaSeniorinnen are an exemplary case
of how climate activism is spreading to and increas-
ingly permeating various areas of society. By purpose-
fully linking climate change and its consequences with
other issues, such as health, seniority, and femininity,
new themes are created that engage new actors and cre-
ate new publics (Nisbet, 2009). This is conveyed through
increased media attention. For example, many media
that have not previously dealt with climate issues have
reported on the climate senior citizens. In this way, it was
possible to reach parts of society that have so far been
less intensively involved with the topic and to provide
them with a voice in the climate discourse. In the pro-
gressive expansion and relating of more andmore topics,
social actors, and arenas also lies an integrative potential
of climate activism.

7. Conclusion

Our case study on the strategy of the KlimaSeniorinnen
Schweiz backs the general proposition that climate polit-
ical activism is becoming increasingly differentiated and
pluralized. Climate issues are motivating more and more
(specific) social actors in different fields to engage with
climate change. Our case study additionally points to
a special strategic quality of recent climate activism.
This is expressed in the targeted development of a
social group that is eligible to file a lawsuit and in
the close collaboration between professional and non-
professional movement actors in pursuing, by means of
communicative framing, a two-fold strategic orientation
within given strategic contexts. On the one hand, the
KlimaSeniorinnen try to address a specific legal oppor-
tunity structure with a human rights-based lawsuit by
developing an injustice frame that emphasizes the spe-
cial vulnerability of older women to intense heat waves
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and commits the state as a protector of its citizens
and their constitutional and human rights to an ambi-
tious climate policy. On the other hand, they want to
mobilize public support for an ambitious climate pol-
icy in a specifically structured political arena. To this
end, the KlimaSeniorinnen build on the senior women’s
social respect, on their credibility, and on the inherent
legitimacy of their rights-based legal activism. Besides
that, they count on a grandchildren frame, with which
they seek to motivate and mobilize the older genera-
tion, in particular, by emphasizing altruistic values, such
as responsibility towards future generations. On a more
general level, the case of the KlimaSeniorinnen shows
how legal climate activism seeks to find its way into and
activate a certain climate governance mechanism that
has developed since the Paris Agreement: a mechanism
of voluntary national reduction obligations, whose func-
tioning requires implementation pressure from different
sides, including the broader public or the courts.

Future work on further legally oriented or other
forms of climate activism should analyze the strategic
quality of the new climate activism more broadly and
more deeply. For example, the question arises whether
multiple strategic orientations have become the norm
andwhat changes in climate governance such ‘strategiza-
tion’ of climate activism responds to. Further, the empiri-
cal effects and practical consequences of an increasingly
strategically oriented climate activism should be exam-
ined. It would be interesting to find out how a strategi-
cally shaped movement develops when certain strategic
contexts are closed down. What will happen to a strate-
gically oriented actor like the KlimaSeniorinnen after the
potential failure of their lawsuit? By generating a broader
andmore detailed picture about the strategies of diverse
actors in an increasingly populated field of climate pol-
itics, research could also provide practical indications
of the potentials of cooperative strategy development.
For example, it could show how different groups of cli-
mate activists can combine their respective strategies
to address, in a more coordinated manner, the various
entry points of an increasingly differentiated climate gov-
ernance architecture.
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