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Communication about climate change and sustainability has 
failed to drive the transformative change that is so urgently 

needed to face the impending climate emergency (see Trümper 
and Beck 2021, in this issue). Research emphasizes that rapid ac-
tion is needed to limit global warming to 2 ° or even 1.5 °C above 
preindustrial levels and that incremental change is not enough 
(IEA 2021, IPCC 2018). While COVID-19 induced travel restric
tions have led to a modest reduction in emissions (a 7 % decrease 
in 2020 compared to 2019), this is expected to have a negligible 
long-term impact on climate change. And it should be noted that 
during the same period, greenhouse gas concentrations contin
ued to rise (UNEP 2020).

Following the formation of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change in 1988, scientists have accumulated a substan
tial body of knowledge that is underpinning worldwide climate 
emergency declarations (IPCC 2018, Overland et al. 2020). Yet 
committed action lags behind (UNEP 2020). For example, Uni­
ted Nations Climate Change Conferences, seen as the poster child 
for current climate communication approaches, have been crit-
icized for only focusing on providing data and information to 

the public or decision-makers, but have proven insufficient to 
drive policy and behavior change (Ockwell 2009).

In recent years, scientists have paid increasing attention to 
communication modalities and interactions between scientists, 
policymakers and civil society, notably their transdisciplinary and 
co-creative potential (Nanz et al. 2017, Bruhn et al. 2019, Law-
rence et al. forthcoming). Research on the communication cul-
ture at the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) found, 
for instance, that the current communication and negotiation 
culture fosters deeply-rooted distrust between different groups 
(Wamsler et al. 2020).

Against this background, our objective is to provide inspira-
tion and guidance to those in search of new, transformative re
flection and communication approaches (e. g., researchers, orga
nizers and facilitators engaged in climate conferences, climate 
advocacy, climate policy and/or political participation processes). 
We use the term transformative reflection and communication to 
describe approaches that consider people’s inner lives, in order 
to address socioecological crises through individual and cultur-
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al transformation (Wamsler 2020). Our work is based on insights 
and research that show that people can be empowered, and that 
a shift in perspective can be achieved if scientific communica-
tion engages with their inner lives, notably their beliefs, values, 
worldviews, emotions and motivations (Creutzig et al. 2020, 
Brink et al. 2019, Grothmann 2018). This often disregarded di-
mension of transformation is said to have greatest leverage in 
driving change towards sustainability – not only when applied 
to individual agency, but also to groups in all sectors, including 
business and government and education (Woiwode et al. 2021, 
Wamsler 2020).

Transformative reflection and communication 

Spaces that allow for experiential reflection and communication, 
and that are safe enough for disagreements or mistrust to sur-
face and be addressed, can initiate change in a person’s life and, 
ultimately, support cultural transformation (Pereira et al. 2020). 
Formats based on trust, openness and honesty, which foster a 
new communication culture, can support connectedness to one-
self and others (Wamsler et al. 2020). In addition, we argue that 
such formats can enhance the perception and understanding of 
deeper, common concerns that underlie seemingly conflicting 
interests and can dissolve opposition and polarization. In a time 
of increasing social division, it is ever more important to strength-
en a culture of communication that connects and generates un
derstanding. In this context, we have developed experimental 
spaces and communication formats that allow for self-reflection 
and reciprocal dialogue among stakeholders.

In this article we present and reflect on three experimental 
spaces that were implemented in at COP25 in Madrid in 2019, 
the K3 Congress on Climate change, communication and society held 
in Karlsruhe in 2019, and a Symposium on How to move from cli­
mate knowledge to climate action held in Bremerhaven in 2020. We 
call these spaces experiments as they provide a framework for 
testing if and how transformative reflection and communication 
formats can be facilitated in a traditional conference setting, and 
with what results. 

We begin by elaborating on the principles that form the basis 
for our experiments. We then reflect on the communication for-
mats that were used, and the support that facilitators, scientists 
and other actors need to broaden their communicative repertoire. 
In particular, we discuss the mindset, skillset and toolset that 
actors need to be able to engage in new modes of reflection and 
communication. Finally, we present how our experiments were 
implemented and highlight lessons.

Design principles for creating new reflection 
and communication spaces

A key aspect of the design principles for transformative reflection 
and dialogue is to create safe communication spaces. An expe-

rience-based approach to science communication that engages 
with people’s inner lives requires them to feel comfortable and 
safe enough to engage in conversations where they can express 
their true intentions, personal concerns and feelings (such as 
fears or doubts).

Our experiments drew upon several design principles that 
were selected from facilitation approaches and theories such as 
the Art of Hosting, the Manifesto for Slow Thinking, and Transfor­
mative Learning (Pogatschnigg 2021, Habermann et al. 2018, Mez
irow 2009). Our experience of facilitating processes with similar 
stakeholders and tests of reflection and communication approach
es during COP24 in Katowice led to the identification of four 
main principles. The descriptions in box 1 (p. 176) are the result 
of an iterative process of applying and experimenting with these 
principles.

Methods for activating transformative reflection 
and communication

In our experiments, trained facilitators selected specific methods 
and practices based on their professional experience in facilita-
tion and process design, and the potential relevance and impact 
of these methods. Previous experience generally came from con-
texts of adult education, personal development, and leadership 
training. Facilitators could thus not be certain about how the dif-
ferent interventions would be received by their peers from the 
climate and sustainability community. Various experience-ori-
ented, transformative reflection and communication methods 
were tested, including deepening reflection and dialogue tech-
niques, visioning exercises, gaming exercises, and elements of 
embodiment practices and meditation. Table 1 (p. 177) provides 
an overview of the key methods used and their added value for 
reflection and communication spaces.

While the design principles given in box 1 describe funda-
mental values and attitudes that are important for creating trans
formative reflection and communication spaces as a whole, the 
selected methods (table 1) provide pathways for their concrete, 
purpose-specific implementation.

Competencies: mindset, skillset and toolset

Following the implementation of our experiments, based on the 
described principles and methods, we identified a spectrum of 
competencies that, so far, have not been part of the classic pro-
file of facilitators and other actors in the field of climate and sus-
tainability communication. While science communication is typ-
ically framed as the effective transmission of specific knowledge, 
transformative reflection and communication spaces focus more 
on receptive competencies. Examples include deep listening and 
the creation of trusting and open attitudes of appreciation and 
respect. We summarize these competencies as mindset, skillset, 
and toolset, which are described below.
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Mindset refers to the internal lens through which people see 
and navigate life; it thus influences perspectives and attitudes 
(Wamsler et al. 2020). It includes the ability to observe and un-
derstand one’s own attitudes, thoughts, feelings, perceptions, 
and reaction patterns and consciously steer these toward sustain-
ing a safe, authentic, and supportive space. It encompasses the 
ability to adapt and change one’s inner self, respond to individu
als, and respect the development of anything that may occur as 
the session progresses. Lastly, it includes personally embodying 
the principles and qualities contained in the specific method that 
is applied. For instance, if a method requires participants to lis-
ten deeply to another stakeholder, the facilitator him or herself 
needs to genuinely embody an attitude and practice of deep lis-
tening.

Skillset includes communication and social skills, notably the 
understanding of, and ability to design reflection and dialogue 
processes. It also includes the ability to facilitate a diverse group, 
even if there is disagreement among its members. In this con-
text, practical experience is crucial, for example, to handle cultur-
ally sensitive issues or people who are emotionally overwhelmed 
and react with more sensitivity than they would do normally.

Toolset relates to personal knowledge of a repertoire of meth-
ods, tools, instruments, techniques, and technologies that sup-
port transformative reflection and communication in climate- 
and sustainability-related conference settings. Here, we focus on 
the ability to initiate transformative processes and promote trans-
formative qualities in participants. It also refers to a practical un

derstanding of knowing the right time to use a certain method, 
tool, or technique, and its limitations. Handling of moderation 
instruments and materials is another element.

Our observations suggest that all three categories are of cen-
tral importance in the transformative communication processes 
we advocate, as they are interrelated. A specific method can be 
a powerful way to connect and invite openness towards other 
people; however, it is crucial to consider the context (environ-
ment, peer groups, etc.) in order to choose the optimal method. 
Finally, the facilitator must have sufficient knowledge and expe
rience in using the relevant method(s) to facilitate multilateral 
group processes and create a transformative environment.

As it is unrealistic for one individual to master all of the clus-
ters of mindset, skillset and toolset competencies in equal depth, 
we recommend working with a professionally diverse team that 
complements one another. For example, in our experiments, 
teams included practitioners and researchers with backgrounds 
in different disciplines and fields of practice. In addition to this 
mix of competencies, we gradually developed a system of rotat-
ing roles and responsibilities with respect to the facilitation pro
cess in each session.

To clarify the ideas outlined above and illustrate the context in 
which the principles and methods of transformative reflection 
and communication were tested, we now describe three experi
mental climate communication spaces. In the following, the ab-
breviation DP refers to the design principle, ranging from 1 to 
4 (as described in box 1).

BOX 1: Overview of design principles 
Principles are complementary and mutually supportive. Regardless of the specific characteristics of individual sessions, the experimental spaces 
followed the listed principles. They oriented the design of the overall approach, the selection of particular methods, and the facilitator’s style.

DESIGN PRINCIPLE 1:  
Enable authentic encounters in safe enough spaces
Experiencing a safe enough atmosphere is a basis for people to trust, 
open up and share meaningfully. Transformative reflection and commu
nication spaces are meant to provide a non-judgmental and non-com-
petitive atmosphere in which people can relate on eye-level as “experts 
in their own fields”. This allows for authentic encounters, in which peo-
ple can move beyond an exchange of fixed positions, to engage in deep-
er mutual learning and the exploration of new understandings. In such 
an atmosphere, conversations take place among imperfect human be-
ings with their ambiguities and vulnerabilities, and their beliefs, fears, 
challenges, etc. can be shared.

DESIGN PRINCIPLE 2: 
Enable and practice deep listening (and understanding)
Deep listening comes from a genuine interest in understanding another 
person’s perspective. It provides space to develop more integrated un
derstandings of a situation and, hence, more holistic and viable path-
ways for joint action. Regional, local and personal contexts can be di-
verse, and others may be unaware of them. Deep listening allows peo-
ple to develop an awareness of such context-specific perspectives and 
forms the basis for mutual learning. It may require patience, humility 
and openness to avoid jumping to interpretations too quickly, and in-
stead asking for further clarification. Observing and assessing one’s 
own feelings and reactions may support this process.

DESIGN PRINCIPLE 3:  
Enable reflection, digestion, and integration  
(on various levels)
Participants need sufficient cognitive and emotional space to make sense 
of the knowledge that is shared (e. g., as inputs from experts) and relate 
it to their own context. Having the opportunity to explore and understand 
one’s own subjective concerns, feelings, values and deeper motivations 
supports building a personal connection with the topic. Following this 
principle, expertise is not only seen as a fixed resource that is provided 
one-directionally. Just as listeners require time to reflect and process, it 
is crucial that speakers receive feedback, and have opportunities to lis-
ten to and engage in conversations with participants, to gain insights 
into how their input makes sense and resonates.

DESIGN PRINCIPLE 4:
Facilitate development of relations and networks
Quality relationships that are built on trust, shared values and objec-
tives are key resources in transformation processes. Particular atten-
tion must be paid to allowing participants sufficient space and time to 
relate to each other, learn to know each other and explore similarities 
and differences in objectives, capacities and expertise. Building new so-
cial identities and groups can also support a shared belief in collective 
agency, which can lead to collective action. This can compensate for 
individual feelings of helplessness, or even enhance individual beliefs 
of effectiveness.
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Experimental reflection and communication 
spaces: the setting and implementation process

Conference of the Parties 24 and 25
UNFCCC conferences run over two weeks and attract some 
15,000 to 20,000 representatives from the 193 member states 
and accredited local, national and international organizations. 
In the COP spaces that are run in parallel to official negotiations, 
a wide spectrum of experts present their knowledge in conven-
tional formats, usually one PowerPoint presentation after anoth-
er, or in standard-format panel discussions, with only a short time 
for questions or audience interaction (Schroeder et al. 2012).

To assess demand and explore possible formats for transfor
mative communication, we offered several interactive workshops 
in pavilions and the civil society space during COP24. In these 
sessions, participants were welcomed into a safe environment 
that allowed for genuine encounters and dialogue about affective 
aspects and potential vulnerabilities. Based on this experience, 
which involved about 40 participants from diverse stakeholder 
groups (e. g., youth, NGOs, government), we then designed and 
implemented a larger-scale intervention, the Co-creative reflection 
and dialogue space (CCRDS) at COP25.

The CCRDS focused on exploring and discussing the com-
munication culture at the COPs, and how it could be made more 
conducive to working together towards climate action. The pro-
gram included a total of 20 workshops lasting 60 to 90 minutes 
that were oriented along three lines of inquiry. The questions 
invited participants to: 1. evaluate the current state of communi
cation and collaboration at the COPs; 2. envision a future culture 
of communication and collaboration to support climate action; 
and 3. outline concrete steps to take towards achieving this fu-
ture. Each session was designed around one of these questions. 
Passive observation was prevented through activating approach-
es. Trained facilitators guided interactive explorations of the themes 
through, for example, self-reflection, journaling and dialogical 
sequences (DP2, 3). Chairs were arranged in a circle and sessions 
started with a brief round of introductions, in which each partic
ipant shared how they personally related to the given topic (DP1). 
An additional 21 guest sessions were offered, where experts were 
able to discuss their research in a circular dialogue format. Tra-
ditional knowledge transfer was combined with interactive ele-
ments, such as reflective questions for personal sensemaking 
and peer discussions (DP1, 2, 3). Presentations were limited to 
15 minutes and no slides were allowed.

Despite the extremely dense schedule, the CCRDS managed 
to attract more than 250 participants. The CCRDS at COP25 was 
the subject of further analysis, notably regarding session outputs. 
Data were collected via surveys, participatory observation and ex-
pert interviews (for more information, e. g., on coding, data trian
gulation, methods for data collection and analysis, etc. see Wams
ler et al. 2020). The results showed, amongst other things, that

	 a changed communication culture is urgently needed to 
support climate policy and action,

	 reflexive, dialogue-oriented methods, and environments 
are central to change this culture,

	 specific personal skills can support this change, and
	 the CCRSD proofed to be a valuable approach for  

facilitating these aspects.

In fact, encounters within these formats were seen as particular
ly valuable, as the shared experience created a strong level of trust 
for further joint work (DP1, 4). Several participants noted that 
they valued the CCRDS and that they would like to see more such 
spaces in future COPs (Wamsler et al. 2020). Based on the analy
sis of the first experiments, we have also developed concrete pol-
icy recommendations regarding how to design enabling environ-
ments, use hosting practices that support reflection, interconnec
tion, and action-orientation, and create networks and communi
ties of practice for systemic change regarding the UNFCCC cli
mate conferences (Mar et al. forthcoming).

The K3 Congress
The biannual K3 Congress series focuses on climate communica
tion in the German-speaking community.1 In 2019, the confer-
ence brought together some 500 participants from the fields of 
science, policymaking, the media, business and practice in Ger-
many, Austria, Switzerland and beyond.

Together with Deutsches Klima-Konsortium (German Cli-
mate Consortium), we offered an early-morning session prior to 
the start of the day’s program. The aim was to experiment with 
underlying or hidden non-verbal factors that influence climate 
communication and action, such as emotions (fear, insecurity, 
hopelessness, appreciation) and non-verbal language (postures, 
gestures, facial expressions, vocalics). Participants were invited 
to observe, reflect on and discuss their experience and insights 
from these experiments (DP3).

The session included three experience-oriented approaches 
including embodiment practices, meditation and yoga exercises. 
While much recent work has focused on the connection between 
embodiment and communication in other contexts, such as psy-
chology, the topic is rarely addressed in climate communication 
(see table 1). In the last part of the session, we facilitated a reflec
tion on the experiences and observations of participants (DP2).

Around 10 % of conference participants joined in and active
ly engaged in all three practices. Many stated that it was the first 
time that emotions were purposely given consideration at a sci-
entific conference addressing climate change (DP1). Some stat-
ed how feelings of fear and hopelessness often lead to apathy and 
blockages. The exercises themselves often brought up latent emo-
tions, which could then be addressed and integrated into the 
group’s activities. Several participants noted that understanding 
how these feelings connect to their mindfulness and physical 

1	The K3 Congress series is organized cooperatively by Climate Change Centre Austria (CCCA), Deutsches Klima-Konsortium, klimafakten.de, 
National Centre for Climate Services (NCCS) in Switzerland, and Akademie der Naturwissenschaften Schweiz (SCNAT).
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presence contributed to releasing emotional blockages.
The K3 Congress proved to be a valuable platform for engag-

ing with communication and reflection methods with experts 
in the field of climate change and/or science communication. 
Related insights supported the assumptions that there was high 
value in introducing other forms of communication, such as 
above-mentioned non-verbal language. Participants particularly 
welcomed the possibility to consciously connect to and include 
their emotions when talking about climate change. Finally, par-
ticipants confirmed the importance of emotional engagement 
for taking action.

Symposium How to…? From climate knowledge to  
climate action
The principal goal of the symposium How to…? From climate 
knowledge to climate action was to bring together representatives 
from, in particular, museums and science communication orga
nizations in order to explore how such places could contribute 
more meaningfully to facilitating action. The idea was to not on
ly talk about the potential of these places but also give partici-
pants an opportunity to develop ideas together, while they were 
still at the conference. As most did not know each other, anoth-
er goal was to foster connections within the network of science 
communication organizations.

Against this background, we facilitated two sessions with the 
aim of addressing both goals. Firstly, an introductory “sociomet-
ric constellations” session was offered. Here, participants could 
familiarize themselves with the diverse backgrounds and work 
contexts of the participants (DP4). We invited them to reflect on 
their personal motivations and any challenges that impacted 
their participation in the symposium (DP1). Secondly, we offered 
a workshop that combined several methods. In a “circle dialogue” 
we discussed the communication culture prevalent at conferenc-
es on sustainability (DP2). We then reported on the research re-
sults from the CCRDS held at COP25. This was followed by a 
silent personal introspection in which participants were asked to 
reconnect with their own experiences and capacities to engage in 
transformative communication approaches and processes around 
climate change (DP3). Finally, we hosted an “appreciative inquiry” 
that allowed participants to reflect on and exchange views regard-
ing their own transformative communication experiences that 
had shifted something within and influenced personal behaviors 
(for details of the method, see table 1).

Finally, we asked participants to take part in a survey to cap-
ture their key insights and experiences from the session. The 
overall feedback was very positive. Participants appreciated that 
they had been invited into a conversation as a “whole human 
being” and considered this to be a key resource for meaningful 
exchange and relationship-building.

In all three experiments, positive feedback also came from 
those who participated as “experts” or “impulse givers” in the 
offered spaces. Many mentioned that they had rarely engaged 
in conference sessions where they felt that their input was re-
ceived and processed with such depth. Finally, the mere fact that 

space was provided for everyone to connect personally, beyond 
their affiliation and professional background, changed the na-
ture of the subsequent conversations profoundly, leading to in-
depth conversations about the personal and cultural changes 
needed to address climate change.

Recommendations

Drawing on our insights from our experiments with new com-
munication spaces and formats, we invite scientists, practition-
ers, facilitators, politicians, and civil society groups working in 
the fields of climate change and sustainability to consider the 
following recommendations:

First, we strongly invite the United Nations Framework Con
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to systematically encour-
age reflexive and dialogue-oriented formats as part of their an-
nual conferences. The suggested principles and methods can 
contribute to establish pathways toward a trusting communica-
tion culture, which can support the processing of scientific in-
formation by engaging with people’s inner lives, including their 
beliefs, values, worldviews, emotions, and motivations. This is 
crucial for enabling personal and cultural transformation pro-
cesses towards sustainability. On a foundational level, the sug-
gested principles and methods are an expression and a manifes
tation of a changed understanding of climate communication: 
from focusing on exchange of knowledge to collectively shaping 
a culture of participation and mutual responsibility in address-
ing the climate crisis. 

Second, we recommend a systematic exchange among schol-
ars who are interested in experimenting with such formats. The 
shift in understanding in sustainability communication that is 
described in this article needs to be developed further, theoreti
cally, empirically and practically. This requires combining knowl-
edge from sustainability science with knowledge from psychol-
ogy, behavioral and social sciences and the humanities to bring 
in, integrate and adapt practices for inner and outer transforma
tion.

Third, we argue that designing and facilitating transforma-
tive communication processes for enabling climate action re-
quires appropriate and systematic training. Mindset, skillset 
and toolset categories must be integrated into the work of groups 
of practitioners, facilitators and scientists to complement their 
existing competencies. Specific training on designing and facil
itating communication spaces on climate change and sustain
ability should be further developed.

Fourth, we recommend more systematic development and 
evaluation of the kinds of spaces and formats that we have de-
scribed in this forum article. Innovative and transdisciplinary 
research methods are needed to evaluate their relevance and 
their ability to nourish inner and relational qualities such as re-
flexivity, mindfulness and trust that relate to and influence our 
beliefs, values, worldviews, emotions, motivations and percep-
tions of climate change. >
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Lastly, we encourage scholars and other stakeholders engaged 
in science and sustainability communication to raise awareness 
of the need for spaces for reflection and dialogue in public plac-
es and conferences such as the COPs and support the develop-
ment of related systems and structures. On the one hand, we 
need to enable any organization to host such spaces. On the 
other, we as researchers must collectively rise to the challenge of 
overcoming our own limiting structures by co-creating a com-
munication culture that is conducive to collaboration and more 
effective at climate awareness raising and action.
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