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Foresight for the climate protection

ABILITY OF POLITICIANS
TO ACT

Climate protection in the era of the
polycrisis

Klimascan project — results of
an analysis of key trends and
the opportunities and risks they
present for climate policy
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1. The ability of politicians to solve problems

Background

Russia’s war of aggression on Ukraine, which began
in 2022, is still ongoing and Trump has been reelect-
ed for a second term in the USA. Transatlantic part-
nerships in security and economic policy that have
endured for many decades are being questioned. At
the same time, there are shifts in the global balance
of power that are having consequences for trade and
global supply chains, international institutions and
efforts to protect the climate around the world. The
German economy is suffering from economic and
structural weakening and price increases, while a
shift to the right and social disparities within socie-
ty are very evident. At the same time, climate change
continues at pace and its consequences in the form
of extreme weather events are increasingly being felt
here in Germany as well. The simultaneous occur-
rence of various critical developments that can also

The project

exacerbate one another is summarized under the
term “polycrisis”. The polycrisis as a diagnosis of our
times defines the picture of today’s challenges for so-
ciety and politicians.

In an era of polycrisis, the ability of politicians to act
in Germany will be key to strengthening the resil-
ience of society and the economy and will be a major
challenge in the decades to come.

Against this backdrop, the question to be asked is:
Which trends are changing the requirements and
scope for politicians to act — and what direct or in-
direct impact are they having on climate protection?
What is the resulting need for action in terms of cli-
mate policy?

The German federal government is aiming to achieve a 65 percent reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions in Germany by 2030 and an 8o percent reduction by 2040. The goal is to achieve green-
house gas neutrality by 2045. At the heart of this goal is the German Federal Climate Change Act (Kli-
maschutzgesetz, KSG), which sets binding national climate targets. To meet the requirements of the
Act, a comprehensive climate protection program was agreed in each of the years 2019 and 2023,
containing measures for the energy sector, industry, buildings, transportation and agriculture. Further
efforts are needed to achieve the transformation in the area of climate protection across society as a
whole within the planned time frame. Against this background, the goal of the Horizon scanning of de-
velopments relevant to climate protection project (or “Klimascan” for short) is to identify developing
trends that present new opportunities or challenges for climate protection or the transformation to cli-
mate neutrality. Trend signals are consolidated into overarching emerging issues for climate protec-
tion policy and cross-departmental needs and options for action are identified. In the individual pro-
ject phases, employees from various federal ministries were involved in future and strategy workshops
alongside experts in the individual trends.

The project was commissioned by the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate Action (BMWK)
in cooperation with the German Environment Agency (UBA), and was conducted by the Fraunhofer In-
stitute for Systems and Innovation Research ISI in cooperation with the Oko-Institut and the New Cli-
mate Institute. The results will be published in the Foresight for climate protection series by the Ger-
man Environment Agency (UBA).




This in-depth study focuses on five developments and
trends in the economy and society that have a par-
ticular influence on the ability of politicians to act in
an era of polycrisis and, associated with this, on the
opportunities or risks for climate protection and the
success of the transformation:

[y

Diagnosis of our times: global polycrisis
2. Increasing fragmentation in society

3. Structural transformation of the public: from mass
media to micro-publics

4. Transformation governance is increasingly reach-
ing its limits

5. New governance approaches: more digital, more
polycentric, more transformative

These trends were identified as part of the Klimas-
can project (see box below) as the relevant devel-
opments and trends because they have a signifi-
cant impact on the ability of politicians to act — and
therefore also on the scope to implement climate
protection through policy.
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Structure of the brochure

The brochure starts by introducing five trends that in-
fluence the ability of politicians to act in the polycri-
sis. The trends will then be escalated in the form of

a mini-scenario that highlights just one possible de-
velopment and analyzed to identify the opportunities
and risks they present for climate protection (section
2). The resulting overarching need to take political
action to strengthen the ability of politicians to act
within climate protection policy will then be high-
lighted, and four high-priority areas for action for cli-
mate protection policy over the coming years will be
discussed (section 3).
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2. What’s new? Five trends impacting climate protection

The German federal government is legally obliged to
comply with the goals and specifications of the Ger-
man Federal Climate Change Act (Klimaschutzgesetz,
KSG) and implement its amendments.

The most recent projection data for 2025 indicates,
with regard to achieving the climate target by 2030,
over-achievement of the target by a current cumula-
tive total of 81 Mt. CO, equivalents (Wehnemann et
al., 2025). The reason for the target being exceeded is
that the persistent target shortfalls in the transport
and building sectors are being compensated for by
over-achievement in other sectors (such as the energy
sector). A review by Germany’s Council of Experts on
Climate Change (Expertenrat fiir Klimafragen, ERK)
was not yet available at the date this publication went
to press. However, the measures adopted so far on the

basis of the projection data from last year (2024) have
not yet been sufficient to achieve the target, as the
Council of Experts on Climate Change has highlight-
ed (Expertenrat fiir Klimafragen, 2024). It states that,
with the existing instruments for the 2024 projection
data, the overarching goal of reducing annual green-
house gas emissions by 2030 will be narrowly missed,
and equally the national obligations under the Euro-
pean Effort Sharing Regulation (ESR) may not be met
from 2024 onward (ibid.). The ESR shortfall based on
the projection data actually indicates an increase of
126 Mt. CO, equivalents to 226 Mt. CO, equivalents by
2030. To stay on track to meet the overall goal of the
KSG and make up the ESR shortfall, additional efforts
and measures will be required, both for specific sec-
tors and across all sectors. The Council of Experts

on Climate Change expects the new German federal

Figure 1: Trends influencing the ability of politicians to act and climate protection
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government to “present a climate protection program
within the first twelve calendar months” (LiefSmann,
2025), as is also envisaged in section 9 (1) KSG.

However, the current geopolitical, economic and so-
cial developments present a more difficult general cli-
mate for remaining on track in climate policy.

In this situation with multiple crises that are all hav-
ing an impact on each other, some of the previously
unresolved conflicting goals between German climate
protection policy and other policy areas are becom-
ing increasingly stark. The consequence of this is that
citizens are less satisfied with politics as a whole and
have less trust in the government’s ability to take ac-
tion. There is a risk that policy goals will be played
off against each other and that acceptance of climate
protection policy measures will decline.

This section describes five selected trends that could
hinder or improve politicians’ ability to act in gener-
al — and therefore also to implement climate protec-
tion policy (Fig. 1).

2.1. Diagnosis of our times: global polycrisis
The term polycrisis is a term that is currently often
used to diagnose the politics of our times. It describes
the complex correlations between the effects of the
pandemic, the war in Ukraine and climate change
with further critical developments that are influ-
enced by them (Lawrence et al., 2024; Pinzler, 2024).
Polycrisis is defined as a situation in which various
critical events that mutually influence each other all
occur at once (Tooze, 2022). One crisis triggers or can
exacerbate another, which means that the impacts
are greater than the sum of the effects of individual
crises occurring at the same time (Rockstrém et al.,
2024). One refers to a global polycrisis when events
combine with long-standing issues to have an impact
on different systems and disrupt the interactions be-
tween them, e.g., through domino effects or intersys-
temic feedback effects (Lawrence et al., 2024). It is the
“causal entanglement of crises in multiple global sys-
tems in ways that significantly degrade humanity’s
prospects” (Lawrence et al., 2022).
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Current facts and figures

Since the pandemic, followed by Russia’s war of ag-
gression in Ukraine, our world has been “in turmoil”
(Miinkler, 2024). Both events have had complex reper-
cussions for global supply chains (BMWK, 2022; In-
teros.Al, 2022). There has been a particular impact on
the automotive industry, food, medicines (Mirchan-
dani, 2020), raw materials for industrial production
(Giifigen & Stdlzel, 2024) and the construction indus-
try (Bau Industrie, 2022), as well as gas and oil (ZD-
Fheute, 2024). This has led to price increases around
the world, including here in Germany (Pinzler, 2024).
Among the latest events that have helped to inten-
sify the polycrisis are the policy changes in the USA
under the Trump administration: questioning the
long-standing security umbrella for Europe and mili-
tary support for Ukraine or import tariffs as a means
of exercising power (Bohrn & Walkenhorst, 2024). A
polycrisis is difficult to define because of its diffuse
complexity. In the midst of a polycrisis, there are
hardly any overarching empirical analyses. Depend-
ing on one’s perspective, there are therefore different
views on who or what caused the individual elements
of the crisis and how they could be overcome (HAdW,
2025).

What’s changing?

In the current polycrisis, levels of uncertainty in re-
lation to energy supply, economic stability and price
trends, global supply chains and the ability of Eu-
rope and Germany to defend themselves are increas-
ing (Brosig, 2025). The supply bottlenecks caused by
this complex amalgamation of crises have highlight-
ed the correlations between climate protection and
Europe’s resilience when it comes to the security of
its resources, supply chains and defense (EEA, 2023).
This was made clear by the speech that US Vice-Pres-
ident Vance gave at the Munich Security Conference
in January 2025 (MSC, 2025). It highlighted the shifts
in global power relations and geoeconomic conflicts
with consequences for the climate and environment.
These developments demand prompt political re-
sponses, in the first instance primarily in econom-
ic, energy and finance policy and also in foreign and
defense policy — in close collaboration with Germa-
ny’s partners in Europe. The political pressure to act
is shifting the priorities within the political agenda,
so there is a risk that long-term goals such as climate
protection and the transformation of the economy
will be neglected.
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Figure 2 shows an overview of the currently interlinked events with the potential to create a polycrisis.

Figure 2: Interlinked critical events in the polycrisis
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Germany’s Research Institute for Sustainability
(RIFS, 2024) lists five features of polycrises that can
be applied to the current situation globally. They
comprise

1. the additional damage that a polycrisis can cause,

2. the great variety of causes,

3. deeper uncertainty regarding future develop-
ments,

4. the systemic context of the multiple crises, and

5. the inadequacy of established frameworks, ins-

titutions and practices for managing the interac-
tions between crises.
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Source: Fraunhofer ISI and Oko-Institut, own illustration

These criteria are reflected in the current manifesta-
tion of the polycrisis, as the following development
trends show.

» Concentration of crises: global events meet
creeping crises

Developments since the COVID-19 pandemic have
highlighted the close systemic correlations between
healthcare, global supply chains, social cohesion,
economic development, energy supply, the impacts
of extreme weather events and other areas. Each area
already has its own inherent challenges, such as an
urgent need for systemic reforms or investments in in-
frastructure, which are being further exacerbated by
the emergence of new crisis events. This means that
the sum total of the causes of new crises and the risks
of potential damage is increasing overall (see Fig. 2).
Interacting crises of this nature cannot be attributed
to individual causes, but rather arise from complex



causal interactions that demand multi-layered re-
sponses. This increases the pressure on politicians
to take appropriate action to address the different as-
pects of the polycrisis.

» A state of permanent crisis and uncertainty is be-
coming normal

The perceptions of global and homemade elements of
crises overlap. The latter include dysfunctional public
infrastructure (e.g., Deutsche Bahn), a lack of invest-
ment in digitalization (e.g., failures to comply with
the German Online Access Act (Onlinezugangsgesetz,
0ZG)), emerging shortcomings within education (e.g.,
a shortage of teachers in the short to medium term),
and — in the minds of some of the population — an
immature climate protection policy (e.g., presenta-
tion of the German Building Energy Act (Gebdudeen-
ergiegesetz, GEG), cuts to subsidies for agricultural
diesel). This overlap and repeated focus on crises can
lead to a state of permanent crisis becoming normal-
ized. The particular complexity of a polycrisis means
it also throws up a high degree of uncertainty regard-
ing what measures are best suited to solving prob-
lems, their effects and the expected material and im-
material costs for society and the state (HAdW, 2025).
The complex interrelationships make it difficult for
policymakers to identify where action needs to be
taken and foresee the potential consequences and
costs. This can lead to dissatisfaction with political
decisions.

» Global systems are increasing dependencies and
therefore risks

The globalization of value creation has seen com-
panies relocate many production steps to faraway
countries (Jackson & Shepotylo, 2024). They bene-

fit from reduced costs through trading partnerships,
the availability of raw materials and lower local la-
bor costs, or even from being closer to sales mar-
kets, which means shorter transport times and lower
transport costs. However, the increasing distribution
and complexity of supply chains also makes compa-
nies dependent on suppliers, market regulation and
trade tariffs. In the midst of the polycrisis, geopoliti-
cal and geoeconomic tensions are rising and glob-

al trade is becoming more volatile. Greater depend-
encies and having less control of their own supply
chains present a higher risk for companies overall
(Elsner et al., 2025).
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» System complexity hampers crisis managementt

One driver of the global polycrisis is the growing com-
plexity of the interlinked global systems. Once one
system comes under stress, it can also have an impact
on other systems. This is why to understand and tack-
le the polycrisis, the approach in developing the right
measures also needs to encompass all systems. This
hampers crisis management (HAdW, 2025)

» Global polycrisis overwhelms society and feeds
populism

Interactions between crises and interdependencies
between systems in the crisis may overwhelm peo-
ple’s ability to understand the causal relationships.
The interdependencies are difficult to predict and it
is hard to anticipate the consequences to a sufficient
degree. This may trigger stress and a sense of feel-
ing overwhelmed in the population. Although people
recognize that the crisis exists, they find it hard to
link it to their own actions (Lanzke, 2024). If they feel
overwhelmed, this can increase the burden on their
mental health (Frick et al., 2022) and in the long run
the sense of feeling overwhelmed can manifest itself
in crisis fatigue (G6tze, 2024). This may increase the
level of uncertainty within society and weaken con-
fidence in the ability of political actors to take action
(Edelman Trust Institute, 2025).

How might the polycrisis have escalat-
ed by 2040?

The struggle for global dominance between autocrat-
ic systems of government and democracies and the
deterioration in the conditions people are living in as
a result of climate change will be a constant source
of acute conflict situations that manifest themselves
in complex alliances of interests and hybrid forms

of confrontation. Cyber attacks, disinformation cam-
paigns and acts of sabotage on critical infrastructure
such as the power supply, water networks or digital
communication networks will now be part of every-
day life.

11
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It is possible that by 2040 Germany will be subject
to direct military attack or be caught up in military
conflicts, whether they are as a result of regional es-
calations within Europe or triggered by global ten-
sions with unpredictable autocrats. The world will

no longer be divided into two large blocs. Instead,
multiple, interest-driven alliances will have been cre-
ated to gain access to critical resources like drinking
water, rare earths or strategic transport hubs. These
alliances will only partially overlap and their stability
will vary from one case to another. As a result, Ger-
many will maintain strategic alliances with various
countries around the world for whom climate pro-
tection is not a priority. Extreme weather events and
the collapse of ecosystems will have serious conse-
quences around the world, such as migration from
the Global South to Germany and Northern Europe,
but also within Europe. There will be a great increase
in social tensions.

The constant disruption to the supply of raw materials

will place the economy in Europe under severe pres-
sure. Germany’s national budget will be chronically
overburdened by falling tax revenues, a high level of
national debt, increasing social expenditure and the
consequences of demographic change. This will mean
a shortage of funds to invest in upgrading the decay-
ing transport and supply infrastructures that have
been destroyed by frequent extreme weather events.
As a consequence, private aid organizations and civ-
il-society initiatives will take on state tasks relating to
supply and safeguarding security. However, this will
be done in a fragmented way and only in the regions
that can organize a coordinated approach, which will
lead in turn to new social conflicts over resources, pri-
orities and responsibilities.

» What is the relevance for climate protection?

In this complex situation, climate change and its con-
sequences will compete for attention and political
priority with other events and critical developments.
What will it mean for climate protection if crisis nor-
mality becomes established within politics and ham-
pers the implementation of measures to protect the
climate? What will it mean if the requirements of par-
allel crises are not taken into account and the level of
resilience to crises is weakened further?
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» Less room for maneuver for climate protection policy

The polycrisis as a global challenge is hitting Germa-
ny in the midst of the transformation to achieve cli-
mate neutrality. The war in Ukraine and the threat-
ened loss of the transatlantic security umbrella is
demanding higher spending on defense. The conse-
quences of climate change, especially extreme weath-
er events such as floods, heat waves and droughts,
will cause losses that become increasingly expen-
sive. Large sums of money are needed to reduce the
backlog in investment in infrastructure, and we are
still very much in the middle of the energy transi-
tion and transport transition (Kimpeler & Marquardt,
2025). Political measures to combat the immediate im-
pacts of the polycrisis such as price rises, a shortage
of medications or a threat to jobs are the priority and
will take up political and administrative resources
and capacity. Previous political consensus on the ur-
gent need for ambitious climate protection programs
may be called into question (UBA & BMUYV, 2023).
This reduces the room for maneuver in implementing
long-term climate protection measures. One example
of this is the effect that many large companies in the
USA are currently abandoning their originally ambi-
tious climate targets, just as the Trump administra-
tion wants them to (Halper & Spring, 2025).

» Climate protection loses out in agenda setting?

It is not just that the human and financial resources
required in the political sphere are becoming scarcer,
but the level of public attention and perception of the
continuing urgent need to do something to protect the
climate is also diminishing in the polycrisis. Agenda
setting is where certain topics are the focus of (me-
dia) reporting. It is influenced, among other things,
by events that occur and the selection of topics by
journalists based on how novel and relevant they are
to the target group for the medium (Tschétschel et
al., 2022). Then there are also the effects of topics be-
ing prioritized by algorithms used on platforms and
personalized content on social media. These effects
determine how present the topic of climate change

is in the perception of the public and this dictates

the level of attention that is paid to climate protec-
tion measures (Hoppe et al.; Tschotschel et al., 2022).
The coverage given to climate protection in the media
has fluctuated over the years, with a declining trend
being seen around the world since the end of 2022



(Aoyagi, M. et al., 2025). There are two particularly
relevant factors influencing this trend: firstly, the in-
creasing frequency of events spanning multiple cri-
ses and, secondly, the increasing use of social media
with more personalized content and a greater level of
emotion and polarization of opinion in the filter bub-
ble (Briiggemann & Proschel, 2024). In Germany, for
example, the Green Party in the traffic-light coalition
government got a particularly hostile reception on so-
cial media, being portrayed as a party that wanted to
ban and renounce everything (Donatsch, 2024).

» Individual responsibility for climate protection

In a polycrisis, the effects of individual people’s be-
havior and actions on climate protection are also
more complex. Inflation and price increases mean
that consumers are having to make direct changes to
their consumption habits. On the other hand, the im-
plications of one’s own actions for climate protection
are not always clearly apparent. This makes it more
difficult for people to recognize the need for them to
change their own behavior and actually do so (Urn-
er, 2024). This effect holds true both at the individu-
al level of decisions made by consumers or an ex-
pressed preference for a sustainable lifestyle and at
the level of municipalities or organizations (Reusswig
& Schleer, 2021). What is more, a global polycrisis de-
mands responses to acute moments of crisis at short
notice, and these responses may override the more
long-term thinking about climate protection through
to 2030 or 2050 in people’s everyday consciousness.

» Unequal distribution of climate-related sins and
impacts

The current polycrisis, in which climate change, so-
cial inequality, economic crises and geopolitical ten-
sions are all colliding, further reinforces this per-
ception of injustice. Especially at a time of multiple
crises, there is a risk that acceptance of measures to
protect the climate will decline further if measures
are perceived to be socially unjust or present a burden
for population groups that are already disadvantaged
anyway. This is why a socially just distribution of the
impacts is a key prerequisite to persuade people to be
willing to embrace transformation, particularly dur-
ing a period of crisis.
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» What are the connecting factors for climate protec-
tion policy?

Climate change is one of a number of interconnect-

ed crises with an increasing prevalence of critical
events. Climate change is also acting as a driver of
other challenges or crises, such as climate-related mi-
gration due to soil degradation. With this in mind, cli-
mate protection measures can be understood as a way
to help boost security and strengthen resilience with-
in society. The success of climate protection policy
also depends on the measures being accepted by the
population and their willingness to make changes to
their behavior. In the polycrisis, it is also vital to link
climate protection goals with other policy goals, and
nexus thinking is a suitable way to approach this. It
can highlight cross-departmental synergies in crisis
policy and support the coordination of measures in
different policy areas.

» Climate protection measures as a contribution to
security and resilience

As the scope to take action to protect the climate di-
minishes, climate protection policy needs to focus
more on achieving synergies with other policy goals.
A successful transformation of relevant sectors in the
interests of climate protection will also strengthen
Germany’s level of resilience in protracted crises (see
EEA, 2023). If climate protection policy is successful,
this will ease the burden on the national budget (low-
er costs as a result of damage to the climate), promote
good health (less of a burden from extreme weather
and environmental pollution), secure the country’s
energy supply (less dependence on fossil energy and
imports of raw materials) and preserve or create new
jobs (greater competitiveness thanks to efficient use
of energy and resources). Any new crises that emerge
should be reviewed continuously to establish wheth-
er they might present a window of opportunity for cli-
mate protection.

» Keeping climate protection on the agenda and in
the public discourse

Keeping the public aware of the urgent need to take
action to protect the climate is more difficult in the
polycrisis, but is absolutely key to ensuring that cli-
mate protection measures are accepted. It is vital

to take account of the differences within the media
system, the huge relevance of social media and the

13
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trends toward disinformation (see factors 2 and 3).
This can be achieved by adopting targeted and con-
tinuous communication strategies that are based on
information that is scientifically robust but is pre-
sented in a way that is easy to understand. If climate
topics are regularly linked to specific examples from
local contexts, they will be more relevant to peo-
ple’s everyday lives. In addition, it is possible to focus
more on the correlations between climate protection
and health or financial savings. Forms of dialogue in
which different target groups, information dissem-
inators from civil society, business and politics and
trusted stakeholders or influencers also highlight the
issue to people who have less of an interest in climate
protection are also suitable.

» Balancing the distribution of climate impacts and re-
inforcing the social dimension of climate protection

If the unequal distribution of climate impacts contin-
ues to get worse, including globally, people will be
more likely to refuse to tolerate measures intended to
protect the climate. This is why there needs to be suf-
ficient transparency about who and what is acceler-
ating climate change and who or what is mitigating it.
Another important aspect influencing the level of ac-
ceptance of climate protection policy is that the bur-
dens of the transformation are shared broadly within
society and inequalities are reduced. Climate-friend-
ly behavior could also be encouraged with further in-
centives.

» Highlighting and promoting individual responsi-
bility for climate protection

To enable people to recognize the need to change
their own behavior and actually do so, they need to
be given clearer information about the impacts that
their individual decisions and behavior have on dif-
ferent areas of the polycrisis. For example, the chal-
lenges that municipal energy suppliers in Germa-
ny set for customers to save energy when there was
a shortage of gas at the beginning of Russia’s war
of aggression on Ukraine provided an effective in-
centive for households. Expanding the number of
consulting offices and providing training on strat-
egies for managing crises and crisis communica-
tion for staff who work for government agencies may
help boost confidence in the ability of politicians to
handle crises. In addition, the ability to distinguish
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between facts and fiction is becoming ever more im-
portant. One approach for providing targeted offers
of education and information to help people take re-
sponsibility is “Caring Education” (Seligman, 2015).
This can start in schools and deliver positive im-
pacts of self-efficacy, personal involvement in net-
works, and greater visibility of climate protection
success stories (Schratz, 2023).

» Development of a new type of political capacity to
act

The impacts of crises such as inflation, disrupted sup-
ply chains or an increase in the defense budget are
increasingly stretching the governance of transforma-
tion to its limits. Shaping the way we seek to protect
the climate and adapt to climate changes under these
more difficult conditions demands a special level of
political expertise and consensus on the great impor-
tance of climate protection. This includes a high de-
gree of policy coordination across different policy are-
as, a reduction in bureaucracy and sufficient capacity
to implement things faster at an operational level.

» Knowledge base for appropriate policy action in
the polycrisis

Targeted empirical research that examines specific
crisis interactions can help policymakers and other
stakeholders to manage the polycrisis by identifying
strategies to prevent crises from escalating, acceler-
ating and synchronizing (Lawrence et al., 2024). To
do this, consideration should also be given to build-
ing up expertise in crisis management within busi-
ness and society. An important basis for taking appro-
priate political action is also to conduct a systematic,
well-founded assessment of the realities of daily life
for the population as a whole, but also their profes-
sional groups, their economically stratified layers,
their social environments and their respective needs,
willingness and ability to transform. And some of
this knowledge — in particular in relation to posi-
tive effects and synergies between climate protection
and other policy goals (especially security) — could
be made available to people in a well-prepared form
to enable them to take individual action. Equally, in-
formation about compromises that need to be made
would add weight to arguments supporting chang-
es in behavior and acceptance of climate protection
measures.



» (Crisis interventions under time pressure demand
compromises in climate protection

To alleviate the stresses of the crisis, the pressure of
the polycrisis may force climate policy increasingly to
embrace risky technologies, such as geoengineering
(BMWK, 2024; Jahn & Kersting, 2024). Although Ger-
many has phased out nuclear energy, 100 reactors are
still in operation in 12 of the EU’s 27 member states,
with plans for more (BMK, undated). The level of po-
litical interest in geoengineering or nuclear energy is
increasing in Europe and around the world. For ex-
ample, carbon dioxide removal (CDR) can be used to
remove carbon dioxide from the air, bind it for a long
time and store it safely, for example by planting for-
ests in previously unforested areas or fertilizing the
ocean with iron to generate more algae growth. Car-
bon capture and storage (CCS), on the other hand, is
designed to enable carbon to be captured and stored
in pipelines running along refineries, power plants
and cement works, for example. The possible impacts
of technologies have so far only been examined to a
limited extent. For example, intervening in the cli-
mate in one part of the world could have an impact in
other parts, which could trigger geopolitical conflicts.
In addition to conducting a further technology impact
assessment, close international coordination of geo-
engineering measures is therefore also recommended
(Schroder, 2021).

Crisis intervention measures may also open up new
opportunities for protecting the climate if, for exam-
ple, technological sovereignty or a resilient energy
supply is reconciled with climate protection.

» Nexus thinking for cross-departmental synergies
in crisis policy

If policy focuses merely on isolated crises, it will only
be possible to address the immediate threat in each
case (Lawrence et al., 2024). The global polycrisis, on
the other hand, demands an overarching, integrat-
ed consideration and assessment of the full spectrum
of interlinked crises and interactions. In principle,
this reflects what is known as nexus thinking, which
has been propagated for some time in systemic envi-
ronmental research and policy in order to reduce the
level of complexity in the political debate surround-
ing climate protection and highlight systemic corre-
lations (Asian Development Bank, 2023). The nexus
approach is all about synergies, areas of tension and
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compromises that need to be made in relation to cli-
mate protection between different policy measures;
for example, in security, economic or social policy.
Examples of nexus issues include aspects of health-
care, food security or the supply of drinking water
(Benini et al., 2023). These issues are becoming in-
creasingly relevant in the polycrisis and are very im-
portant in relation to economic, social and climate
policy (ESCAP, 2023; Ozcan et al., 2024).

A successful climate protection policy will not only
slow down climate change, but could also help to de-
couple various crises. It is vital that the cross-depart-
mental strategy highlights the synergies between cli-
mate protection policy and other crisis intervention
measures in the polycrisis and thus addresses fears
of material loss, for example with joint communica-
tion strategies from different departments in order to
help dispel some populist discourse tendencies. One
way to achieve this is to implement measures in vari-
ous departments to achieve overarching goals such as
maintaining economic competitiveness or expanding
and developing infrastructures with future viability
(Miinch, 2024).

Linking together different monitoring systems to ana-
lyze the impacts of crises and their consequences
could make it easier for ministries to work together
and provide greater legitimacy for political action.

The opportunities and risks that this trend presents
are summarized in the box below.
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Global polycrisis as the diagnosis of our times: opportunities and risks for climate
protection

Opportunities

» Focusing climate protection policy on delivering synergies to strengthen resilience, economic sta-
bility, energy security and public health, thus generating a broad societal benefit that extends be-
yond the climate.

» Education that promotes greater responsibility and self-efficacy in climate protection can
strengthen society’s ability to manage a crisis and boost trust in the ability of politicians to deal
with crises.

» Financial relief to support climate-friendly behavior at an individual level and also for companies
and organizations can increase the level of acceptance of measures, especially at a time of crisis
when people are facing greater financial burdens.

» A systematic, well-founded assessment of the realities of daily life for the population as a whole
and their subgroups will enhance the knowledge base to provide options for making behavioral
changes.

» Nexus thinking for an integrated consideration and assessment of the full spectrum of interlinked
crises and interactions can create cross-departmental synergies in crisis policy.

» Expansion of policy coordination across different policy areas to address multiple crises simulta-
neously, making policies more coherent.

» Climate protection measures such as expanding the hydrogen infrastructure to supply energy to
industry can be coordinated with other crisis interventions (e.g., technological sovereignty, resil-
ient energy supply).

» Joint communication strategies across different departments regarding overarching goals of poly-
crisis intervention can counter populist tendencies to be mistrustful of (uncoordinated) govern-
ment action.

» Interlinked monitoring systems spanning different policy areas can reinforce the binding nature
and acceptance of climate protection measures.

Risks

» If the polycrisis progresses, political management of the crisis may result in climate protection be-
ing devalued, especially if the polycrisis poses a risk to prosperity.

» The scope for action in relation to climate protection is diminishing as different policy areas com-
pete for funding, political priority and attention within society.

» Keeping the public aware of the urgent need to take action to protect the climate is more difficult
in the polycrisis, but would be absolutely key to ensuring that climate protection measures are ac-
cepted.

» The complex nature of the polycrisis may result in a sense of feeling overwhelmed and crisis fa-
tigue and encourage people to reject climate protection measures that will disadvantage parts of
society in the short term.

» Given the complex interrelationships, the discourse surrounding the transformation may come
across as elitist and technocratic, which in turn will feed mistrust.

» If the unequal distribution of climate-related sins and impacts persists or continues to get worse,
including globally, people may be more likely to refuse to tolerate measures intended to protect
the climate.

» Urgent crises force policymakers to adopt immediate, short-term solutions, which may potentially
undermine the long-term strategies needed to mitigate climate change.



2.2. Increasing fragmentation in society
Societal disparities when it comes to income and
prosperity, as well as attitudes to values and beliefs,
threaten to grow wider at a time of crisis. Increasing
fragmentation of society and polarization of opinions
may weaken cohesion within society. There are differ-
ent perspectives on whether or not Germany’s society
is already heavily polarized, i.e., whether there are
two clearly opposing sets of beliefs that are diametri-
cally opposed across different topic areas. However,
different studies agree that there is a tendency toward
polarizing statements in the public media. In a heav-
ily fragmented society with clearly defined divisions
between different subgroups, there can be a signifi-
cant gap between the impact of climate change and
people’s attitudes toward climate protection. This
makes it much harder to generate acceptance and
support for climate protection measures.

Current facts and figures

The cost of living in Germany is rising, especially the
prices of food and services (Federal Statistical Office
of Germany, 2025). Although real-terms net house-
hold income has risen by an average of more than
30% since 1995, this rise has been much lower in the
bottom income deciles (Grabka, 2024). The increasing
disparities in income affect people’s opportunities to
engage in work and society as well as the differentia-
tion between living environments and opinion-form-
ing arenas. Although traditional news providers still
dominate the way news is consumed on the inter-
net — the most common source of news (Behre et al.,
2023), the use of social media in Germany also con-
tinues to rise, most recently to 60% (Miiller, 2024). In
Germany, social networks are to some extent signifi-
cantly segregated (Teichler et al., 2023), which means
that the opinions and beliefs expressed on them also
differ greatly. Studies show the highest level of affec-
tive polarization in relation to the topics of ’immigra-
tion’, ’climate change’ and ’pandemics such as COV-
ID-19’ (Herold et al., 2023). Network segregation and
affective polarization are most pronounced among
supporters of the Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD)
and Green Party, and among people with a high or
low level of formal education and among people of
Muslim faith (Teichler et al., 2023).
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What’s changing?

As crises escalate, a real loss of prosperity can be ex-
pected. This increases fears about the future and mis-
trust of political decision-makers. People could begin
to feel increasingly disadvantaged, which provides
fertile ground for populist or polarizing tendencies in
the way public opinion is shaped. This is increasingly
happening online, especially on social media. The Al-
based mechanisms that are used by the operators of
these platforms are increasingly influencing the way
opinions are formed, which can also be used as a tool
for political purposes, e.g., by groups opposed to de-
mocracy or more radical protest movements.

» Real loss of prosperity and fears associated with
this

In Germany, low-income households will suffer much
more from price increases relative to their income
than higher-income households in the future, espe-
cially when it comes to the costs of food and energy
(Bach et al., 2023; Fratzscher, 2023). This loss of pros-
perity is increasingly being felt in society and is fue-
ling a sense of uncertainty and fears (Groh-Samberg
et al., 2023; Spannagel & Briille, 2024). These fears
are expressed in political opinions, e.g., on social me-
dia, so it seems likely that there will be a divergence
in people’s social circumstances over the longer

term (Deitelhoff et al., 2020; Helbig & Jdhnen, 2018).
Whether this is polarizing society in Germany and
Europe or rather fragmenting it further is a controver-
sial issue (Hedewig-Mohr, 2024; Mau et al., 2023). If a
government includes climate-denying or anti-demo-
cratic parties, this could also intensify the polycrisis
and further reduce the room for maneuver in com-
ing up with policy responses and climate protection
measures, e.g., by sealing off labor markets, eroding
the separation of powers and attempting to influence
the judiciary and the media.
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» Segregation of society through social media

In any debate around controversial topics in society,
people’s fundamental attitudes and values constant-
ly align along “systematic axes of conflict” (Mau et
al., 2023). According to a meta-analysis of opinion
polls, there is no evidence of “significant distributive
polarization” here in Germany (Teney et al., 2024).
Instead, Teney et al. identify increasing disinforma-
tion and a brutalizing culture of discussion in the
public sphere (cit. from Hedewig-Moht, 2024). Peo-
ple’s personal attitudes are linked to socio-structur-
al characteristics and the make-up of their immediate
social circle (Unzicker, 2023). Social media is play-
ing an increasingly important role (Behre et al., 2023).
The percentage of the population over the age of 14 in
Germany that now uses social media is 60% (Miiller,
2024). An increase is being seen in particular among
people aged 50 to 69 and, to a slightly lesser extent,
among people aged 30 to 49, whereas the potential
for growth among those under the age of 30 seems

to have peaked at a high level (ibid.). Use of social
media can support political engagement and collec-
tive action, but at the same time it can contribute to
the spread of disinformation and the isolation of dis-
course spaces, known as filter bubbles (Mahrt, 2019).
Multiple studies confirm that the use of social media
reinforces existing camps of opinion and deepens dif-
ferences (Kubin & Sikorski, 2021; Mahrt, 2024), but
the mechanisms that make this happen remain un-
clear (Mahrt, 2024). In this context, what matters are
the strategies based on non-transparent algorithms
that the platform providers use to increase their reach
and retain their users. But alongside use of the media,
factors such as age, gender and level of interest in pol-
itics are also relevant to the way opinions are formed
and expressed, i.e., the same factors that also play a
role in media use itself (Boulianne, 2020; quoted in
Mabhrt, 2024).

» Use of fragmentation tendencies as a political tool

Every crisis and the impact it has on sections of the
population may also spark protests and create new
fault lines between subgroups within society (Breuer,
2023). It is therefore possible that a tipping point for
protest may be reached and the fault lines could pose
a threat to democracy as a whole (ibid.). This can be
used as a tool by extremist and anti-democratic par-
ties, e.g., to reject and devalue measures of climate
protection policy through climate change denial or by
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espousing narratives such as jobs being threatened
by the energy transition (Herold et al., 2023; Sommer
& Schad, 2023). Fake news and deep fakes generated
by Al are increasingly being used by anti-democratic
organizations that want to influence people’s political
opinions or weaken democracy (BSI, 2025).

» Radicalization of groups in favor of and against
climate protection

Social movements have the power to bring about
large-scale social change, but there is uncertainty
over what role radical action plays in this (Ostarek et
al., 2024). There is also evidence of increasing radi-
calization of political groups in this country and this
is testing social cohesion in Germany (Herschinger

et al., 2018). Radical groups make intensive use of so-
cial media to gain followers and organize protests.
Moderate protest groups with similar objectives can
also benefit from this, as is revealed by a study into a
blockade conducted by a radical environmental group
in the United Kingdom and the so-called flank effects
for their moderate counterpart Friends of the Earth
(Ostarek et al., 2024). As there is an increasing sense
of crisis overload within society (see trend 1) and
growing acceptance of the use of violence in political
protests (Edelman Trust Institute, 2025), it is possible
for both advocates and opponents of climate protec-
tion to be radicalized, both at a local level and across
a global network. This may be reinforced by populist
campaigns by political parties or foundations and by
the influence of foreign intelligence services on the
opinions of citizens and the way they vote in elec-
tions. Activities and services like this are facilitated
by segregated public spheres and the technical possi-
bilities offered by Al and social media channels (see
above).



How heavily fragmented might society
be in 2040?

By the year 2040, society in Germany will be heav-
ily fragmented in both socio-economic and cultural
terms. It will be characterized by a deep, almost un-
bridgeable gap between different groups within the
population. Technological advances as a result of Al
and automation and persistent geoeconomic con-
flicts will have massively compromised the competi-
tiveness of industry and led to a high level of unem-
ployment. Only a small wealthy elite will benefit from
all this economic turmoil, while large swathes of the
middle class will have slipped into a state of con-

stant precariousness because of the high costs of en-

ergy and accommodation. There will also be a tech-
nological divide in society: some of the population
will be left behind digitally, which will make it much
harder for them to participate in social and political
life. Others will become lost in the digital world and
live a life that is detached from reality.

The impacts of climate change will have affected
different regions to differing degrees and will be
exacerbating regional inequalities. This will give
rise to competing local conflicts of identity, cultur-
al differentiation, discrimination and a coexistence
of subcultural identities with their own networks
and digital platforms. There will be more separatist
movements.

Democratic institutions will not just be viewed with
increasing suspicion, but in some cases will actu-
ally be openly rejected. Populist and authoritarian
movements will gain in popularity, while political
decisions at a national level will struggle to achieve
widespread acceptance. In addition, polarization
agencies will have become established and will de-
liberately stoke emotional conflicts in society. These
actors will operate both on behalf of foreign intelli-
gence services and through domestic groups with

a political and ideological motivation. Society as a
whole will be defined by isolation, inequality and
instability. It will be difficult to persuade people to
embrace the idea of engaging and entering into dia-
logue with people who have a different view in a de-
mocracy. The crisis overload at the start of the poly-
crisis will have expanded into a sense of overload in
social communication, with differences within socie-
ty being made much more emotive.
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What is the relevance for climate protection?

What does it mean for climate protection if the ten-
dencies toward fragmentation in society increase?
How will climate protection be addressed in the fu-
ture in the context of an increasing number of issues
of conflict? The consequences of climate change will
also be clearly felt in Germany and inevitably lead to
risks in maintaining the population’s quality of life
and prosperity. If the arenas of discourse and axes of
conflict continue to drift further apart, then the issue
of climate protection could be marginalized or used
as a tool for other political issues.

» Consequences of climate change may exacerbate
the loss of prosperity and social inequality

In the years ahead, the level of prosperity in Germa-
ny may decline as the sheer number of crises increas-
es. This fuels fears of a loss of prosperity. Low-income
households in particular will be affected by this as
they are hit hardest by any price rises. Growing so-
cial inequality can reduce social acceptance of and
support for climate protection measures (Schneller

et al., 2020). If people feel that climate policy will ex-
acerbate their already precarious financial situation,
this can generate resistance to the necessary reforms
(Staude, 2019). Alongside other crises, the conse-
quences of climate change, especially extreme weath-
er events involving flooding or drought or heat waves
lasting several days, also contribute to the concen-
tration of crises. In addition, less wealthy people are
affected more by the consequences of climate change
because they generally have fewer resources that they
can use to protect themselves. Social inequality and
distributional inequality have an impact on people’s
ability to access education, information and services.
Compared to wealthy people, they contribute to cli-
mate change with less frequency or to a lesser extent
through their consumption or mobility habits. These
unequal living conditions and the associated frac-
tures between groups within society are reflected in
polarized political views and a loss of trust in politics.

» Dynamic of systematic axes of conflict on social
media

Personal attitudes are shaped by socio-structural
characteristics, a person’s immediate social circle,
choice of media and how often they use it. There are
currently no indications of a polarization of society
as a whole along one single axis, but rather there are
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simultaneous debates on controversial topics, each
involving opposing attitudes and sets of values along
different systematic axes of conflict. This dynamic is
accompanied by the increasing spread of misinforma-
tion and the culture of debate in politics and society
becoming ever more brutal. Social media platforms
are increasingly becoming the leading medium for
political information and for people to express their
opinions. They are a place where political engage-
ment and collective action to support climate protec-
tion can be initiated in real time. At the same time,
there is a risk that they will spread disinformation
about climate change and the need to protect the cli-
mate. The companies that operate these platforms are
gaining more and more power as the gatekeepers of
topics and opinions. It may become increasingly dif-
ficult for people to feel like they belong to a social
group with a stake in society and so feel that they can
champion their own opinion publicly.

» Fragmentation tendencies also within climate pro-
tection discourse

Every crisis and its consequences can fuel protests
and thus intensify conflicts between subgroups. Po-
litical movements can use these moments as a tool

to achieve their goals. This can very much promote
democracy in the case of peaceful protests, but can
also reinforce fragmentation tendencies within socie-
ty. Climate protection cannot be viewed as a uniform
political axis, but is instead embedded in a complex
mesh of social, political and economic axes of conflict
(Mau et al., 2023). This means there is a risk of paral-
lel debates on climate protection in different sub-dis-
courses that are difficult to link together or that strug-
gle to build on each other when it comes to their
content. This may cause critical events to become
trigger points and emotions to boil over. As the num-
ber of crises intensifies, the accumulation of triggers
like these carries the risk that climate change will be
perceived in more and more political and social are-
nas as just one threat among many, and climate pro-
tection will be seen as just one task among many that
society needs to address.

» Various — including new — alliances for climate
protection

Social movements play a key role when it comes to

climate protection as they can spark social change
and combine forces. To champion climate protection
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even more effectively, there will need to be new social
alliances across traditional groups. There are cur-
rently a variety of dedicated groups, but within these
movements there are different currents, ranging from
moderate to radical groups. The latter are becoming
increasingly confrontational in their forms of action,
which on the one hand can increase the level of at-
tention that the public pays to their concerns. On the
other hand, radical forms of protest like this increase
the risk of social rejection and new conflicts between
different interest groups. Given that there is growing
tolerance of violence in political protests within so-
ciety (Edelman Trust Institute, 2025), there is an in-
creasing risk that the threshold for violence could be
crossed sooner — both on the part of the climate ac-
tivists and their opponents.

» What are the connecting factors for climate protec-
tion policy?

What does it mean for the status and acceptance of
climate protection policy if, as the number of crises
expands, socio-economic differences in society be-
come greater and pose a threat to prosperity? How
can climate protection policy communicate and co-
ordinate its goals and measures when the issue of
climate protection is spread across different arenas
of discourse? Having a more comprehensive under-
standing of fragmentation mechanisms and tenden-
cies will be a key factor for the process of negotiation
within society and the shaping of climate protection
policy in the years to come. In the future, climate pro-
tection will need to highlight the contribution it can
make to maintaining prosperity. In view of the frag-
mentation tendencies, arguments and debates need
to be orchestrated in different arenas of discourse
that are happening in parallel, increasingly also on
social media.

» Climate protection policy to secure prosperity

Climate change is becoming more and more visi-

ble and apparent as a driver of intensifying crises,
which means that climate protection measures can
also alleviate the effects of other pressure points of
the polycrisis. This includes the risk of a loss of pros-
perity, coupled with growing social and econom-

ic inequality. As people on a lower income are hit
harder by the consequences of climate change than
wealthier people, even though they contribute to it
less in comparative terms, political tensions between



groups in society may intensify. The relationship be-
tween social justice and environmental sustainabili-
ty is increasingly being recognized as a critical factor
in the success of climate protection initiatives and is
therefore becoming an important issue in the debates
(Hennicke et al., 2025). To prevent climate protection
from becoming a pawn for conflicts within society, it
would be important to provide specific everyday ex-
amples as evidence to support the potential of climate
protection policy to intervene in crises, to formulate
this evidence clearly and communicate it widely. Pre-
paring this information in a way that is suitable for
specific target groups should also include offering
education in schools because climate protection is a
long-term task that spans the generations.

» Distributing the impacts of climate protection

People who are hit particularly hard by the conse-
quences of climate change currently contribute much
less to greenhouse gas emissions. People who have a
low income would be more likely to accept a high CO,
price if the revenue this generated were distributed or
used fairly from their point of view. Although redistri-
bution mechanisms have already appeared in climate
protection policy, they have not yet been implemented.

» Presence of climate protection policy along the
axes of conflict on social media

Personal attitudes are a crucial factor influencing
consumption or voting patterns and are heavily influ-
enced by social networks and media usage. For most
people, social media platforms have become the pri-
mary medium for social belonging, political informa-
tion and engagement. Their structures and mecha-
nisms promote the tendency within society as a whole
to differentiate between systematic axes of conflict in
the way opinions are formed. If the political actors in-
volved in climate protection policy have a strong pres-
ence on social media, this is one way to take account
of the importance of this medium. However, critical
developments such as disinformation and the way
the culture of debate has been brutalized and used

as a tool by extremist and autocratic movements also
pose a threat to democracy as a whole and therefore
climate protection policy as well. This can be coun-
tered through greater regulation of the power of the
platform providers and non-transparent filtering algo-
rithms and by continuously highlighting the disinfor-
mation created by Al
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» Shared narratives can counter discourse fragmen-
tation

The polycrisis is leading to an increase in the number
of protests overall, including for and against measures
to protect the climate, and reinforcing lines of conflict
between subgroups. For climate protection policy, it

is vital that climate change continues to be perceived
as a key threat and climate protection as a task for the
whole of society in the debates taking place in parallel.
A unifying narrative developed in a participatory way
across lines of conflict for a climate-neutral Germany
in the future may help to counter any fragmentation of
the discourse on climate protection. In addition, tar-
get-group-specific measures to promote more political
engagement and collective action to protect the climate
can strengthen people’s understanding of climate pro-
tection policy as a key tool in the polycrisis.

» Building trust through greater communication of
policy successes

A growing sense of pessimism coupled with dissat-
isfaction with the priorities and key areas of focus of
elected politicians has weakened trust in the abil-
ity of governments to act (Edelman Trust Institute,
2025). If examples of policies that have been imple-
mented successfully do not become more evident in
people’s daily lives, the level of dissatisfaction will
continue to rise. A loss of trust and willingness to re-
sort to violence to achieve one’s political goals may
then increase in society. This could then lead to cli-
mate protests becoming more radical. This may have
a detrimental impact on the level of acceptance and
tolerance of climate protection measures within soci-
ety as a whole and would then require policymakers
to take additional measures to rebuild trust. Trust in
climate protection measures can be strengthened if
positive effects are demonstrated. This includes more
target-group-specific, continuous communication of
the level of progress in achieving targets which, in
addition to providing measured variables for experts
to assess, also highlights specific examples of how it
is impacting the lives of different groups in a way that
appeals to their emotions.

» Reframing climate protection with examples of
success and activation of like-minded people

Another measure to curb the loss of trust in the abil-
ity of politicians to act and to create more moderate
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political discourse could be to promote the willing-
ness to engage in dialogue across conflict boundaries,
e.g., with local and virtual forms of participation. A
greater emphasis on everyone’s responsibility and the
range of possible options for ensuring the transforma-
tion is a success may increase people’s willingness to
actively engage to protect the climate. In a fragment-
ed society, this could be achieved by integrating or
promoting activities in associations and clubs or on-
line networks, e.g., meet-ups. This means that groups
that have so far not received much public attention
can also be included and valued as stakeholders in

the transformation, e.g., allotment holders to promote
biodiversity, handicraft groups to promote upcycling
or health-conscious cycling enthusiasts to promote
nature conservation and climate-neutral mobility. Ac-
tivating associations or other groups of like-minded
people as stakeholders in the transformation could
also strengthen the sense of community in society
and thus counteract any fragmentation.

The opportunities and risks that this trend presents
are summarized in the box below.

Fragmentation tendencies in society: opportunities and risks for climate protection

Opportunities

Climate protection measures can also alleviate the effects of other pressure points of the polycri-
sis, e.g., prevent a loss of prosperity or promote climate justice.

Highlighting the links between social justice and environmental sustainability can increase the
level of support for climate protection measures.

Citing more examples from everyday life could help to really emphasize the socio-economic ben-
efits of climate protection policy, such as fewer disastrous floods with their devastating conse-
quences for people’s health and lives, prosperity and the huge costs they entail.

As protecting the climate is a long-term task that spans generations, innovative forms of educa-
tion for schools could be used to convey the urgent need for a climate protection policy and the
benefits it can bring more specifically to the relevant target groups.

A fair distribution of the financial burden resulting from the impacts of climate change can help to
counteract any tendencies for society to become polarized. Expanding the redistribution mecha-
nisms would be a very suitable way to do this.

If the stakeholders involved in climate protection policy are heavily engaged on social media, this
is one way to take account of the great importance of this medium in shaping opinions.
Regulation of non-transparent filtering algorithms on media platforms and continuous highlight-
ing of the disinformation created by Al will reduce the risk of climate protection being used as a
tool in an attempt to create polarization for political or ideological reasons.

Shared narratives across social groups can help to counter fragmentation in the discourse on cli-
mate protection along systematic lines of conflict in public opinion.

Target-group-specific measures to promote more political engagement and collective action to pro-
tect the climate can strengthen people’s understanding of climate protection policy as a key tool
in the polycrisis.

Reporting progress and success stories involving climate protection measures and the specific ben-
efits they can offer people in their everyday lives, for example by enabling them to save money, in a
way that is specific to the target group will boost the level of trust in climate protection policy.

Local and virtual forms of participation will promote people’s willingness to engage in dialogue
across conflict boundaries and may help to create more moderate political discourse. Examples in-
clude municipal participation platforms or offers to arrange activities for associations, allotment
holders or sports enthusiasts.

Activating like-minded people as partners in the transformation could strengthen the sense of
community in society and thus counteract any fragmentation.
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Risks

As people on a lower income are hit harder by the consequences of climate change than wealthi-
er people, even though they contribute to it less in comparative terms, political tensions between
groups in society may intensify.

The increasing amount of disinformation and the way the culture of debate has been brutalized
can be used as a tool by extremist and autocratic movements, which poses a threat to climate pro-
tection policy and democracy as a whole.

The emotional nature of these debates can result in increased distrust of other groups in society in
general and climate protection protagonists in particular.

If the willingness to resort to violence to achieve one’s political goals increases in society in gener-
al, climate protests could also increasingly become more radical. This may have a detrimental im-
pact on the level of appreciation for climate protection measures within society as a whole.

If tendencies toward fragmentation increase, then the lack of consensus building for climate pro-
tection policy measures could turn out to be an inevitable breaking point for the success of this

transformation in the future.

2.3. Structural transformation of the public:
from mass media to micro-publics

Public opinion is an important indicator of the way
that individual opinions and attitudes are drifting
apart. It is the result of individual opinions compet-
ing for attention in a public discourse, which ideally
incorporates a wide range of individual opinions, and
it provides guidance for the way individual opinions
are formed (Neuberger, 2022). The public sphere man-
ifests itself in media discourses, with publicly acces-
sible media fulfilling key functions for participation
through reception and communication that enable
public and political opinions to be formed (ibid.). In a
democratic country like Germany, the political public
sphere is the result of active opinion forming.

Current facts and figures

In addition to state institutions, especially the gov-
ernment and parliament, opinion-forming stakehold-
ers in society such as parties, associations, citizens’
groups and NGOs and increasingly also individuals
and institutional communicators on social media play
a crucial role in defining and structuring the topics

of public discourse. What is more, media providers
such as broadcasters, publishers and big corporations
that operate platforms have an influence on the top-
ics that are discussed because they act as gatekeep-
ers in prioritizing news, preparing it editorially and,
increasingly, presenting it in a personalized way us-
ing user data and algorithms. The media landscape
in Germany is changing. The internet dominates as

the main source of news (Behre et al., 2023). In addi-
tion, user behavior continues to shift toward the use
of social media and non-linear offerings, i.e., content
that is available online and can be accessed at any
time, for example, via media libraries, streaming ser-
vices and websites or social media channels run by
the media companies (Oehsen, 2024). The patterns of
use of the population in Germany vary according to a
person’s age, trust in established media and political
attitudes (Medienanstalten, 2025). Social media gives
every person the opportunity to publicize their own
opinion in a matter of seconds, whether it is based on
scientific facts, a personal opinion or simply a con-
spiracy narrative (UBA, 2023). In Germany, almost
half of people are unsure whether they should believe
information they read on the internet (Quiring et al.,
2024). The level of trust in daily newspapers, radio
and television is higher here in Germany and trust in
social media is lower than it is on average across the
EU (European Commission, 2022). A long-term study
into trust in the media in Germany reckons that there
is not (yet) a crisis of trust in the media within Ger-
man society, but that the proportion of people who
are skeptical toward public service media is increas-
ing from year to year (Jackob et al.).

What’s changing?

What impact are Al and filtering mechanisms on so-
cial media having on the way opinions are formed?
How is this changing the culture of debate in the pub-
lic media and the formation of people’s individual
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opinions as well as trust in the media? Al and algo-
rithms are becoming increasingly important in shap-
ing political opinions and are reinforcing tendencies
toward disinformation and erosion of trust in political
communication.

» Al and filtering algorithms influence the formation
of opinions on social media

On average, polarizing statements generate more res-
onance than balanced posts on social media, e.g., be-
cause the message is agreed with or reposted by users
(Newman & Cherubini, 2025). This fact is exploited by
the large corporations that operate these platforms
because they use Al and algorithms to capture their
users’ attention, increase the frequency and dura-
tion of use and generate revenue from advertising.

Al can be used to create and personalize content in
an automated way. Al-based chatbots interact — in-
cluding with each other — in real time. In addition, Al
can be used to evaluate larger and larger volumes of
unstructured data to identify trends and patterns in
public opinion. On the one hand, these changes make
communication more efficient and can enable more
specific user targeting. On the other hand, Al uses
content that already exists and, if in doubt, may also
reproduce content that is discriminatory, manipulat-
ed or untrue. In addition, the use of Al is increasing-
ly non-transparent for recipients, which makes it hard
to review the results or adopt a critical stance toward
them. An international survey shows that two-thirds
of publishers use Al to convert text articles into audio,
70% use it to create summaries of articles, and 65%
use Al to translate news articles into different lan-
guages (Newman & Cherubini, 2025). More than half
of the media companies surveyed also work with Al
chatbots and search interfaces (ibid.).

The news and reports shown on social media are
therefore based on filtering algorithms and Al appli-
cations. This means that the filtering mechanisms
can be used to influence the public discourse and the
formation of opinions (Zick et al., 2023). This can even
extend to influencing elections. Examples of this in-
clude the efforts by Elon Musk to support the Alterna-
tive fiir Deutschland (AfD) party on his platform X or
attempts by the Russian state to influence elections in
other countries (The Economist, 2024).
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» More disinformation with fake news and deep
fakes

The objective of fake news is to unsettle people, de-
ceive them, spread lies or make them receptive to sim-
plistic viewpoints and conspiracy theories. In the first
quarter of 2023, almost half of internet users (48% of
those aged 16 to 74) in Germany found information

on websites or social media platforms that they felt
was untrue or implausible (Behrends et al., 2024). For
example, people who have a critical stance toward a
topic perceive the news situation that is portrayed in
the “quality media” such as public broadcasters to be
distorted and tend to suspect that the content is be-
ing controlled by the state (Reusswig & Schleer, 2021).
On the other hand, people who have a positive view
of a topic and believe that action needs to be taken to
protect the climate, for example, more frequently sus-
pect that media reports contain attempts to discredit
climate protection measures by providing disinforma-
tion and therefore often want the state and platforms
to get more actively involved in monitoring the qual-
ity of these reports (Unzicker, 2023). False informa-
tion can be reinforced using Al. On the one hand, this
is done by fake user accounts created by Al bots on
social media exploiting the filtering mechanisms to
spread fake news. On the other hand, Al tools can be
used to create deep fakes, which are deceptively re-
alistic manipulated videos and audio content (BSI,
2025). The World Economic Forum believes that deep
fakes pose the greatest (economic) risk over the next
two years (Elsner et al., 2025). The software needed

to create them is freely available on the internet. The
risks and challenges that deep fakes pose to pub-

lic opinion and the formation of political views are
considerable. But at the same time, Al also offers the
tools needed to reliably expose deep fakes (Fraun-
hofer AISEC, 2025). Against this background, a struc-
tural transformation of the public at the micro level,
driven by social media and the digitalization of con-
tent, can be observed (Habermas, 2023).

» Hate speech is sharpening the tone of political de-
bates

The internet and social media are now awash with
what is known as hate speech. This is the term used
to describe gravely offensive, hostile or discrimi-
natory comments made toward groups of people or
individuals based on their characteristics or views



(Bones, 2024). “Gravely” is a key characteristic need-
ed for hate speech to be defined as such and not

just to be covered by the principle of freedom of ex-
pression (ibid.). Hate speech in the sense of offend-
ing other people, spreading lies about people or be-
ing disparaging about people is a criminal offense

in Germany, unlike in the USA, for example (Hille,
2025). A study conducted in 2023 revealed that around
a quarter of people who use the internet say they have
come across hate speech on websites or social media
(Behrends et al., 2024). Younger internet users were
more likely to encounter hate speech online than old-
er ones. Around 80% of internet users who encoun-
tered hate speech indicated that the attacks pertained
to political or social views (ibid.). The increased level
of emotion in political communication, e.g., the rise
in hate messages, can increase the willingness of
people in society to resort to violence, especially to-
ward people with different views, e.g., in the form of
physical attacks on politicians or journalists.

» Trustin the media

The proportion of people with a high level of trust in
the media is much greater in Germany than the pro-
portion of those who have little trust in the media,
and people with a greater interest in politics have
more trust in the media (Jackob et al., 2023). The lev-
el of trust in reporting by the media varies by topic
and level of education. In particular, the topics that
traditionally cause great polarization divide media
users (ibid.). These include topics that can be divid-
ed into ideological camps or where norms or values
clash in an irreconcilable way. The long-term study
on trust in the media in Germany can be summarized
as follows (Jackob et al., 2023): trust in the media is
higher among people with a higher level of education
than it is among people with a lower level of educa-
tion. People with a higher level of trust in the media
often have a differentiated relationship of trust at the
level of individual media or authors. So it may be the
case that they trust the media system as a whole, as
well as public broadcasters in general, but tend not to
trust one of the broadcasters when it comes to repre-
senting the debate on a specific topic. People who are
less trustful of the media often also have less trust in
institutions and their fellow citizens. For them, alter-
native information available on the internet and in
alternative media is often more credible, even if this
information spreads extremist positions, conspiracy
narratives, fake news or hate speech.
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What might the structure of the public
media be like in 2040?

Al bots, personal Al assistants and commercial-

ly motivated filtering mechanisms will shape the
way opinions are formed by 2040. The providers of
the most widely used platforms will be based out-
side Europe and will thus largely manage to evade
regulation of their algorithms and business mod-
els. There will also be European applications on the
market that will meet higher standards of safety and
security. However, hardly any private users will use
them because of their limited performance and us-
er-friendliness. The small number of large provid-
ers will cooperate with different states, regardless of
their interpretation of democracy, and there will be
grounds to suspect that their algorithms run counter
to any communication about certain issues in socie-
ty or about their own commercial interests. Instead,
disinformation campaigns launched on behalf of for-
eign intelligence services will regularly flood the in-
ternet. Users will trust their personal Al assistant to
filter out these messages, but there will be no way

of verifying this. The fact that many countries neigh-
boring Germany will include right-wing nationalist
parties in their government means that political de-
cision-making processes in these countries will be
autocratic, which will make it almost impossible to
take a European line in relation to safeguarding the
formation of public opinion. Climate protection pol-
icy will be pursued with a technocratic mindset, i.e.,
preference will be given to technical solutions such
as geoengineering or nuclear power that involve as
few restrictions on personal freedoms as possible,
even though they carry great risks. Nevertheless, at
a local level there will be digitally organized groups
almost everywhere that develop specific solutions to
their problems and help themselves by implement-
ing them locally. They will receive state funding if
they are relevant to public affairs. However, political-
ly motivated violence to suppress critical opinions
and protest movements and a culture of mutual in-
timidation will also be a regular occurrence. To coun-
ter the lack of transparency of Al models and the in-
terests of commercial platform providers, a group of
critical media activists will have formed, citing their
experiences of fake news and cyber crime from the
Trump era. They will no longer just be fearful of fur-
ther fragmentation, but will be worried about the col-
lapse of democratic society.
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What is the relevance for climate protection?

Public opinion is a key pillar for successful trans-
formation. What does it mean for the social backing
needed for climate protection if a constructive, fact-
based public discourse is heavily restricted or even
rejected? If it becomes increasingly difficult to distin-
guish between what is valid information and what is
disinformation, this may have serious consequenc-
es for the deliberative process of democratic opinion
forming and decision making in relation to climate
protection.

» Climate protection loses relevance as opinion
forming is driven by Al

If polarizing statements have greater resonance on
social media and this is exacerbated by Al and fil-
tering algorithms, then this makes it more difficult

to engage in critical discourse and to consider other
points of view and opinions, including on the topic of
climate change. As foreign platform providers domi-
nate the German media landscape, the public media
system is becoming less important. At the same time,
there is more of a risk that not only will the commer-
cial interests of the platform providers determine the
content, but that autocratic states will also increas-
ingly be able to expand the influence that they have
on the political scene and elections in Germany. With
all this going on, climate protection threatens to be-
come a pawn for political interests.

» (Deep) fake news hampers the formation of opin-
ions based on facts

If disinformation campaigns continue to increase and
also gain traction with deep fakes, there is a risk that
facts and scientific evidence detailing how climate
change is progressing will lose credibility. This will
be exacerbated if state or public sources of informa-
tion in relation to climate protection are discredited
in disinformation campaigns. Polarizing statements
often resort to insinuating that their opponents are
incompetent (Nassehi, 2024). This pattern is likely to
continue to increase, e.g., in relation to appropriate
measures to protect the climate. It is vital that any po-
litical discourse includes scientific evidence to sup-
port assumptions and justify measures, and science
also needs public support. This is why disinformation
campaigns are a real challenge for science communi-
cation.
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» Hate speech curbs engagement in climate protec-
tion and increases willingness to use violence

The increase in the amount of hate speech on the in-
ternet and on social media threatens the formation of
public opinion, makes political communication more
emotional and may increase the level of acceptance of
violent political actions. This may mean that people
reduce or even stop their public commitment to cli-
mate protection because they perceive that there is a
threat to themselves and their loved ones.

» A high level of trust in the media strengthens the
discourse on climate protection

Trust in the media, especially the public media, is
still high, but it depends on a person’s interest in
politics and level of education and also on the topic
and its potential to be a polarizing issue. What this
means for the discourse on climate protection is that
it is most effective when it takes place in the public
media, but also makes use of other channels that are
preferred by people who have less trust in the media.
Climate protection is also an issue that by its very na-
ture is highly polarizing because it is highly norma-
tive and based on values. There is a risk that people
who do not have much trust in the media and other
institutions will perceive climate protection to be an
issue championed by entities that they are increas-
ingly angry with, e.g., the government or the wealthy
(see Edelman Trust Institute 2025). The feeling of be-
ing powerless against “those at the top” is used as a
populist tool by right-wing extremist groups to rail
against the governing parties and against climate
protection measures. This is why the social media ap-
proach of addressing complex topics in a simplified
way is both a curse and a blessing for improving un-
derstanding of the need to protect the climate.

» What are the connecting factors for climate protec-
tion policy?

With social media becoming increasingly dominant
as a source of news and the potential of Al to deliv-
er personalized media content, we are also seeing a
structural transformation of the public that is having
a particular impact at the micro level of media com-
munication, where personal opinions are formed.
What does it mean for climate protection policy if
more disinformation threatens the public discourse
on climate protection? What impact will this have on



the level of political commitment to climate protec-
tion and trust in the ability of the government to take
action to protect the climate?

» Regulation of Al and platform industry to stabilize
climate protection policy

Dependence on foreign platform providers and their
commercial interests, some of which are anti-demo-
cratic, increase the risk that climate protection will
become a pawn for global and national political in-
terests. To counteract this, there need to be signifi-
cantly more far-reaching measures to regulate social
media and Al applications based on European stand-
ards and values. It is equally important to strength-
en cyber security and increase the level of resilience
to cyber attacks in Germany as they are already being
deployed with the specific purpose of weakening the
ability of politicians to act. Climate protection poli-
cy remains a key policy area across different depart-
ments for the new German federal government and so
it has the potential to be affected.

» Providing information about deep fakes and im-
proving media literacy regarding climate protec-
tion policy

Given the various systematic lines of conflict that
have been described above, climate protection poli-
cy is a topic with great potential for different areas of
conflict to latch onto it, making it a potential target
for polarization and disinformation campaigns. The
effect of disinformation campaigns and deep fakes is
that scientific evidence and facts as the basis for cli-
mate protection policy and its protagonists may lose
credibility. State or public sources of information in
relation to climate protection may be discredited.
Studies show that people who are very much aware
of the need to take action to protect the climate (and
those with a higher level of trust in the media, see
above) are in favor of more active checks on the qual-
ity of news. It can be assumed that there will also be
internationally coordinated measures to tackle deep
fakes as they can also cause a huge level of econom-
ic damage, e.g., when there are cyber attacks or at-
tacks in the media against companies. This is why
measures such as educational campaigns and fact
checks to dispel disinformation as well as (Al-based)
approaches to exposing deep fakes are key instru-
ments for strengthening climate protection policy and
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communicating scientific knowledge about climate
change.

> Hate speech wears down the commitment of poli-
cymakers and may incite violence

Hate speech does not just suppress the formation of
public opinion, but also contributes to making peo-
ple feel that violent political actions are acceptable.
Hate speech along with violence as its possible con-
sequence pose a danger to the wellbeing of the pro-
tagonists of climate protection policy. An increase in
fear and violence as a result of opinions becoming
more radicalized, even just in terms of language, in a
fragmenting public sphere may paralyze the level of
engagement in politics and people’s willingness to ac-
cept responsibility. In addition, it is evident that the
boundaries of what constitutes hate speech are also
being crossed more frequently in debates in parlia-
ment. If people’s willingness to take violent political
action increases in the future, this will be detrimental
to the acceptance of climate protection policy — re-
gardless of which sides of the argument engage in it.

» Countering the use of climate protection as a tool
through communication “on all channels”

Trust in the media is an important factor that shapes
the successful formation of opinions on climate pro-
tection and therefore potential support for any policy
on climate protection. Communication and informa-
tion about climate protection policy is also most effec-
tive when it makes use of the public media (includ-
ing their social media channels) along with platforms
that are preferred by people who have less trust in the
media. As climate protection is being used by right-
wing extremist groups as a populist tool against gov-
erning parties and climate protection measures, it is
important that complex aspects of climate protection
are addressed in a simplified way and as many people
as possible are reached by being present in different
media channels. Complementary narratives and re-
framing of the debate on climate protection to combat
any contributions that are simplistic and destructive
could be promoted through participatory storytelling.

The opportunities and risks that this trend presents
are summarized in the box below.
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Structural transformation of the public through social media:
opportunities and risks for climate protection

Opportunities

» People who are very much aware of the need to take action to protect the climate are in favor of
more active checks on the quality of news through state regulation.

» Measures such as educational campaigns and fact checks to dispel disinformation as well as (AI-
based) approaches to exposing deep fakes are key instruments for strengthening climate protec-
tion policy and communicating scientific knowledge about climate change.

» “Communication on all channels” can be used to counter the use of climate protection as a tool
for provocation by extremist groups. This includes established media, their social media chan-
nels, and other channels, e.g., those of influencers.

» Trust in the media is an important factor that shapes the successful formation of opinions on cli-
mate protection and therefore potential support for any policy on climate protection.

» Complex aspects of climate protection can be communicated in a more target-group-specific way
using participatory narratives about the positive impacts it can have on people’s daily lives, thus
promoting an understanding of climate protection measures.

» Using participatory approaches such as workshop formats with citizens and experts to tell the sto-
ry of transformation narratives could make climate protection more understandable and simpler
with reframing.

» The scientific community can do its bit by posting on social media to counter disinformation with
scientific evidence.

» Those who can demonstrate successful examples of climate protection in action, e.g., conserva-
tionists or environmental working groups, could be actively involved in communication with the
public as trusted “transformation witnesses” with their own “I-messages”.

» Existing fact-checking services that are offered can be expanded and made easier for different tar-
get groups to access through media partnerships.

Risks

» The long-term nature of climate change and its consequences can quickly become less relevant in
the battle for attention within the media, making it more difficult to provide information about cli-
mate protection policy and get citizens engaged with climate protection.

» Dependence on foreign platform providers and their commercial interests, some of which are an-
ti-democratic, increase the risk that climate protection will become a pawn for global and nation-
al political interests.

» There are increasing cyber security threats in Germany, including with the aim of weakening the
ability of politicians to act. Climate protection policy remains a key policy area across different de-
partments for the new German federal government and so it has the potential to be affected.

» The effect of disinformation campaigns and deep fakes is that scientific evidence and facts as the
basis for climate protection policy and its protagonists may lose credibility.

» The increased level of emotion in political communication due to social media may also reinforce
hate messages and mediatized violence, triggering actual physical violence. Sabotage or terrorist
activities could also increase.

» There may be a tendency toward a more activist scientific community, which increasingly mixes
up facts and values because it is embedded within society.



2.4. Transformation governance is increas-
ingly reaching its limits

Up until a few years ago, there was still broad con-
sensus within society that there was a need for a
long-term socio-ecological transformation in Germa-
ny. However, as the number of crises has intensified
with Russia’s war of aggression on Ukraine, there has
been a constant demand for political responses that
have not always been (or have been only partly) re-
flective of the goals of achieving climate neutrality,
such as the decision by the German federal govern-
ment in June 2022 to start generating more electricity
from coal again because gas was in short supply. The
German Act on the Maintenance of Substitute Pow-

er Stations (Ersatzkraftwerkebereithaltungsgesetz,
EKBG) was intended to enable coal-fired power sta-
tions to return to the electricity market for a limited
period until March 2024, without blocking the path to
achieving greenhouse gas neutrality in the long term.
The higher greenhouse gas emissions from the ener-
gy sector generated as a result of this should be offset
by accelerating the reduction in gas consumption and
the transformation of the energy sector (Wehinger

et al., 2022). The general conditions for transforming
these sectors and society to achieve climate neutrality
are becoming more complex with the polycrisis, and
ongoing measures in a range of different policy areas
require constant adaptation. This means that the gov-
ernance of this transformation is increasingly reach-
ing its limits.

Current facts and figures

The European Green Deal is the EU’s grand vision for
tackling the greatest social challenge by 2050. It aims
to achieve climate neutrality by 2050, reduce emis-
sion levels by 2030 by 55% compared to 1990, and
produce 90% fewer emissions by 2040. In the last
legislative period, this led to specific areas of action,
each with their own measures in different policy ar-
eas, e.g., for the energy transition, implementing the
circular economy and securing a socially just trans-
formation. Having a vision like this is essential if ma-
jor social changes are to be implemented successfully.
However, since Russia launched its war of aggression
in Ukraine with the resulting threats to national se-
curity, the supply of energy and supply chains, polit-
ical priorities have shifted. In addition to the Green
Deal, the current European Commission has now set
Europe’s technological sovereignty, economic com-
petitiveness and the security of its supply chains and
defense as overarching goals. Activities in the policy
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areas listed above will continue, but they will focus
on these new goals with the aim of ensuring that, as
Europe moves toward 2050, it does not just become
climate-neutral, but at the same time also becomes
more competitive, etc.

The situation is similar in Germany. In view of the un-
certain trade and geopolitical outlook and weak do-
mestic and external demand, the investment, employ-
ment and consumption decisions made by businesses
and households are tending to be cautious (BMWK,
2025). This is why the governing coalition empha-
sizes multiple times in its coalition agreement that a
key goal is to establish planning certainty for private
households and business. Meanwhile, the general ge-
opolitical and geoeconomic conditions for the trans-
formation continue to deteriorate and the climate is
changing at an ever faster rate.

What’s changing?

The actions taken by government in the polycrisis are
shaped by acute requirements for crisis intervention,
challenges of infrastructure modernization that were
not adequately addressed in the past, and transfor-
mation requirements that will need to be met in the
long term. At the same time, these actions must ad-
dress uncertainties caused by consequences of the
crisis, emotional agitation, resentment, propaganda
and fears of loss in the population that are increas-
ingly perceived as a threat to democracy. Have the
limits of political control of this transformation and
climate protection been reached?

» Complex and acute need for action overwhelms
stakeholders in politics and society

As the polycrisis continues to escalate, especially
with climate change picking up pace (“Tipping points
for climate change” (Kornhuber et al., 2024)) and fol-
lowing Trump’s decision to revoke partnerships in
the realm of defense, the urgent need for crisis inter-
vention is perceived to be almost unmanageable. The
impression created is that the whole situation is sim-
ply too much for those engaged in politics and other
parts of the population to handle. Although a number
of measures are being initiated, there is no consistent
overall concept or overarching strategy that can be
applied to all levels of government and to all minis-
tries and administrations (Hertie Foundation, 2025).
The measures intended to mitigate the crisis appear
fragmented and not very well harmonized (ibid.),
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which people find unsettling. Only 18% of Germans
believe that the country is on the right track (IPSOS,
2024). The situation for the German economy is also
rated much more negatively than it was before the
end of the traffic-light coalition government. Ger-
man people are particularly worried about migration
(35%, but this is becoming less important), pover-

ty and social inequality (33%), followed by inflation
(31%), military conflicts (26%) and crime and violence
(25%). Only after this do climate change (21%), the
healthcare system (20%) and increasing extremism
(21%) appear on the worry barometer (ibid.).

» Increasing criticism of weaknesses in administra-
tion and political implementation

The notion of reducing bureaucracy and streamlining
the state to deliver greater efficiency and an ability
for politicians to take action is becoming increasingly
important to the public. In recent months, a number
of studies and initiatives have highlighted the conse-
quences that excessive bureaucracy can have for the
ability of the government to act and the inhibiting ef-
fect it has on innovation and transformation. They
include the interim report published in March 2025 by
the “Initiative for a State Capable of Acting” with its
30 proposals, e.g., on reforming legislation, acceler-
ating the digital transformation or simplifying official
applications (Hertie Foundation, 2025). Germany’s
National Regulatory Control Council (NKR) advances
a similar argument in the strategy paper it published
in February 2025 and calls for reforms to deliver a
more efficient state (NKR, 2025). Agora Energiewende
is also calling for a new policy mix to manage the
transformation despite all the crises.

» New conflicting goals lead to setbacks in climate
protection policy

In the polycrisis, there is frequently a governance
dilemma, where short-term political decisions in re-
sponse to urgent crises jeopardize long-term political
goals. For example, at the beginning of Russia’s war
of aggression on Ukraine, coal-fired power stations
needed to be reactivated at short notice to secure Ger-
many'’s energy supply, which inevitably led to an in-
crease in CO, emissions and ran counter to the long-
term goal of expanding renewable energies. Faced
with this dilemma, decision-makers must weigh up
whether they should prioritize the immediate needs
of the population and economy or pursue long-term
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environmental goals (Kuzemko et al., 2022). This of-
ten causes tensions between different interests and
can harm trust in political institutions.

» Lack of funding for the transformation and the
polycrisis

There are signs that the new German federal govern-
ment is shifting the boundaries of transformation
governance and thus creating new scope to take ac-
tion. It remains focused on climate protection along-
side other key priorities and it plans to allocate 100
billion euros of funding to the issue. The government
is also keen to secure a reliable, sustainable energy
supply, tackle poverty and inequality, expand digital
infrastructure and promote digital education, create
affordable housing, oversee integration and migra-
tion, and strengthen Germany’s international rela-
tions and national security. To allow it to raise the
necessary financial resources, the area of defense

is set to be exempted from the debt brake as soon as
expenditure exceeds one percent of GDP (this would
currently equate to 45 billion euros). This will cov-

er spending on defense, civil protection, intelligence
services and countries like Ukraine that have been
attacked in violation of international law. The Ger-
man federal states will be allowed to borrow a total of
0.35 percent of gross domestic product, and a special
fund of 500 billion euros is earmarked for “additional
investments” in infrastructure over a period of twelve
years. These financial packages and investments re-
quired an amendment to the Basic Law of the Federal
Republic of Germany (Grundgesetz, GG).

» Transformation reactance on the rise

Alack of support or acceptance of transformative
measures can ultimately build into specific resistance
when people’s fears increase and they feel their live-
lihoods are threatened, for example. This can lead to
an increase in what is known as transformation re-
actance. What this means in practice is that not just
individual measures, but the whole transformation to
climate neutrality is fundamentally rejected or denied
by some groups or parties. Examples of this include
the heated arguments within society surrounding

the German Building Energy Act (Gebdudeener-
giegesetz, GEG) and the protests by German farm-

ers against the abolition of the tax rebate on agricul-
tural diesel. Right-wing extremist and autocratic or



anti-democratic parties and groups are increasingly
able to tap into such fears and stir up anger and re-
sistance to change.

How might transformation governance
have evolved by 2040?

By 2040, transformation governance in Germany will
be under massive pressure. The escalating polycri-
sis with accelerated climate change, geopolitical ten-
sions, economic disruption and social upheaval will
pose huge challenges for political institutions, ad-
ministration and society as a whole. Despite a large
number of individual measures, there will still be no
coherent, cross-departmental governance framework
that can resolve conflicting goals and secure strate-
gic long-term goals. Measures will often seem to be
reactive, contradictory or unplanned. Growing trans-
formation reactance will result in a decline in the lev-
el of acceptance of even basic measures to adapt to
and mitigate the impact of climate change. Neverthe-
less, innovative governance approaches will emerge
here and there. New digital governance networks will
make it possible to coordinate decisions between
municipalities, German federal states, the German
federal government and the EU using real-time digi-
tal data analysis. The consultation and involvement
of a broad range of groups within society will be ex-
panded with deliberative citizens’ assemblies to in-
crease the level of legitimacy and connectivity. The
Transformation Council 2040 will perform advisory
roles to help with integrating the strategy in all min-
istries. However, the persistent nature of tradition-
al political cultures and routines — such as having a
silo mentality, competition between political parties
and a distinctive culture of risk avoidance (“German
angst”) — will regularly prevent these approaches
from being implemented consistently.

What is the relevance for climate protection?

What does it mean for climate protection if the pres-
sure to act in transformation policy keeps increasing
to a point where the policy reaches the limits of actu-
ally being feasible or is even abandoned?

» Finance package on its own will not relieve the
burden on the actors
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An excessive burden on political actors and other
parts of the population as the crises continue to rack
up may cause climate protection to become ever less
relevant in the complex set of multiple crises. In ad-
dition, the priorities in the polycrisis may continue to
shift or shift again, with the result that climate protec-
tion still has to compete with political responses to
crisis events that are required at short notice, despite
the issue receiving promises of increased funding. In
addition to securing the required funding, it is also
important that financial aid can be applied for and
paid out in a straightforward way. Within the popu-
lation as a whole, the issue of climate protection only
comes sixth on the worry barometer, and developing
trends such as crime and violence or increasing lev-
els of extremism will probably become more relevant
and push climate protection further down the list of
priorities.

» Transformation governance is nexus governance
and climate protection is no longer an isolated
policy goal

Climate protection on its own is set to be awarded
100 billion euros to enable effective measures for re-
ducing greenhouse gas emissions to be implement-
ed. The close links between climate change and oth-
er challenges that exist because of crises mean that
measures must not be adopted in isolation, but must
be closely interlinked across policy areas. So it is not
a question of how climate protection can be imple-
mented despite what is needed in other areas that
require action, but how it can be implemented in or-
der to resolve the existing backlog in investment, in-
crease security and defense capability and mitigate
the consequences of intensifying crises, such as dys-
functionalities within systems, infrastructures and
services, that also have an impact on people’s daily
lives.

» Transformation reactance also slows down climate
protection

The use of transformation reactance as a tool by right-
wing extremist and autocratic or anti-democratic par-
ties and groups is linked as a theme to lines of con-
flict that particularly lend themselves to polarization.
Climate protection belongs to this category and can
therefore be used as a reason to blockade the whole
transformation in society and in political parties. For
climate protection policy, it is also important to adopt
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a self-critical stance when promoting approaches in-
tended to boost the level of trust that citizens have in
their politicians.

» Coordination between different political levels is
not enough

There is still no consistent political strategy that in-
tegrates the goals of climate policy right across the
board — between energy, social and economic pol-
icy, for example. Vertical integration is also in need
of improvement. Financing structures are in need of
reform; at the same time municipalities are under in-
creasing financial pressure (Destatis, 2025).

» Young people still think climate protection is an
important issue

According to a survey, despite the polycrisis, protect-
ing the environment and the climate is still an im-
portant issue for a large proportion of young people
(78 percent) (Leven et al., 2024). At the same time,
there are signs that the importance of the issue as a
whole is declining in the face of other crises for socie-
ty. Sustainable daily consumption habits and collec-
tive engagement in support of protecting the envi-
ronment and the climate are also being practiced less
frequently than they were two years ago (ibid.). Young
people believe that responsibility for protecting the
environment and the climate rests primarily with
politicians, business and each individual person.
Three-quarters of young people currently believe that
industry and business are not doing enough to protect
the climate and the environment (ibid.). This high lev-
el of importance that young people attach to the issue
needs to be maintained, especially given that young
people are underrepresented due to the demographic
structure of society.

» Greater willingness to protect the climate by get-
ting more involved

Instruments for participatory policymaking and gov-
ernance such as citizens’ forums, future dialogues,
real-world laboratories, etc. are increasingly being
used in politics and society. They are a very suitable
way of developing long-term visions and narratives
for successfully implementing climate protection, as
was mentioned above, because they bring together
different stakeholders and their differing perspectives
and support a creative approach to solving problems
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at a local level. If citizens, stakeholders and other key
actors are actively involved in the process, this in-
creases their willingness and engagement to imple-
ment the measures designed to protect the climate.

What are the connecting factors for climate protec-
tion policy?

The linking together of all sectors and wider society
to embrace the change that is needed for successful
governance of the transformation has not yet worked,
or has only worked to some extent (German Council of
Experts on Climate Change, 2025). Will the new Ger-
man federal government succeed in starting afresh
here? How can conflicting goals between the different
transformation areas and between the transformation
and crisis interventions be identified and formulated
as tasks for the government? To support the actions
that the government needs to take, new approaches
are now being sought to establish a firm link between
the envisaged transformation processes and climate
neutrality and pursue them effectively under the con-
ditions created by the new shocks and crises that
keep emerging.

» Think about climate protection policy in an inte-
grated way

Ever since the polycrisis began, there have been reg-
ular reforms to climate policy in Germany that are
understood as a short-term response in the context of
risks such as an energy shortage or disruption to sup-
ply chains. Although these reforms are usually very
well prepared and coordinated by the departments
(e.g., the German Climate Protection Plan 2050), they
are followed by debates about the formulation of tar-
gets, prospects for success or the legality of the meas-
ures that political parties engage in publicly. This
gives the impression that decisions are uncoordinat-
ed, which weakens the image of how the government
is acting in the transformation (Hertie Foundation,
2025). However, this transformation is a major task for
all sectors and for society as a whole. Climate protec-
tion as a task that spans all departments has the po-
tential to be linked to all policy areas. This may be an
opportunity to avoid becoming disconnected in the
transformation process. However, it also carries the
risk that any attack on climate protection as an area
for action would impact and block the whole of the
transformation at different stages.



» Modernizing administration and governance, in-
cluding in relation to climate protection

It is vital that the growing level of criticism of the
weaknesses in the bureaucracy and governance of the
transformation is taken on board, especially as this
criticism is expressed and supported by a range of dif-
ferent stakeholders. Widespread support within the
population for measures designed to reduce bureau-
cracy in favor of transformation can be expected.

» Interministerial coordination of the need for ac-
tion and measures

When the amendment to the German Federal Climate
Change Act (Klimaschutzgesetz, KSG) was introduced
in 2024, responsibility for ensuring that the annual
emissions for each sector are met shifted from the in-
dividual departments to a situation where the Ger-
man federal government has overall responsibility
across all sectors. Germany’s Council of Experts on
Climate Change views this as a softening of depart-
mental responsibility, with the risk of getting stuck
on long-established technological paths (Council of
Experts on Climate Change, 2024). One way to coun-
ter this would be to reintroduce a climate cabinet
(Hertie Foundation, 2025). This would enable conflict-
ing goals between the departments to be addressed
directly, which would make it easier to plan, pass, im-
plement and review appropriate measures. The finan-
cial package for climate protection for the incoming
government is an important first step in ensuring that
the transformation continues. It would also be useful
to have a central transformation model for the action
that the government needs to take and, based on this,
an overarching roadmap as a guide for implementa-
tion at the different policy levels and at the intermin-
isterial level. Politicians at a German federal state and
municipal level should also be included.

» Partnerships with climate protection initiatives for
joint activities

If the crisis continues to intensify, there may be more
radical protests, including advocating for great-

er protection of the climate. These protests might be
more likely to divide rather than unite society when
it comes to the need to act to protect the climate, es-
pecially if they are increasingly associated with fear
and rage. One consequence of this would be that the
climate protection movement would also become
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increasingly fragmented. Measures designed to facil-
itate supra-regional and local networking of different
groups and movements with similar areas of focus
could help to stop this from happening. For example,
citizens’ initiatives from different regions could enter
into partnerships to deliver linked local campaigns,
support one another and learn from one another.

> Young people are not just concerned about pro-
tecting the climate

Despite the polycrisis, young people really care about
protecting the climate and environment. This means
that they presumably also support a climate protec-
tion policy. This high level of importance that young
people attach to the issue needs to be maintained.
However, as the importance of the environment and
climate is on the decline compared to other issues
that are becoming increasingly important in the con-
text of the crisis, there is a risk that climate protection
policy will also become less important for the young
people who support it as the crisis gets worse. One
way to counteract this would be to communicate the
close links and interactions between climate protec-
tion and other policy goals and for climate protection
to be understood as an integral part of crisis interven-
tion measures.

» Narratives developed through participation to de-
liver climate protection as a symbol of hope at a
time of crisis

It would be important for climate protection no longer
to be described in isolation as a visionary objective,
but for the narrative to link it closely to other cen-

tral tasks for government and missions for society to
strengthen resilience (Griinwald et al., 2021). It is a
question of highlighting the close links that climate
protection has and the contribution it makes to secur-
ing supply chains and food security, national defense
and civil security, competitiveness and technologi-
cal sovereignty. Based on this, potential conflicting
goals and compromises that need to be made can be
specified and addressed at the implementation stage.
If citizens, stakeholders and other key actors are ac-
tively involved in the process with citizens’ forums,
future dialogues or real-world laboratories in relation
to climate protection, this will address local challeng-
es and encourage the development of solutions and
their implementation. This approach involves work-
ing with visions and narratives for the future. With
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regard to climate protection policy, they may serveas  The opportunities and risks that this trend presents
the key to successfully communicating climate pro- are summarized in the box below.

tection measures and the specific impacts they will

have on people’s everyday lives.
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Transformation governance is reaching its limits: opportunities and risks for climate
protection

Opportunities

A central model with a vision of transformation for the action that the government needs to take
and an overarching roadmap could serve as a guide for implementation at different policy levels
and at the interministerial level.

Supra-regional and local networking of different groups and movements with different areas of fo-
cus for protecting the climate could prevent the climate protection movements from fragmenting
and promote mutual learning from one another.

As the core element for the transformation, climate protection can be linked to all policy areas.
Despite the polycrisis, young people really care about protecting the climate and environment.
This means that they presumably also still support a climate protection policy.

Climate protection is not simply an isolated task for politicians, but is closely linked to securing
supply chains and food security, national defense and civil security, competitiveness and techno-
logical sovereignty.

Visions and narratives for the future that are devised through participation in citizens’ forums
and future dialogues may serve as the key to successfully communicating climate protection
measures and the specific impacts they will have on people’s everyday lives.

Involving citizens or private stakeholders in the development of an attractive shared model for the
transformation would help to work out the conflicting goals and make the required measures eas-
ier to understand.

An overarching long-term vision for climate protection in Germany could be developed by con-
ducting future dialogues to enable local requirements and specific issues to be addressed and to
make better use of the resources and capacity available from society, science and business at each
location.

Risks

Assigning leadership on the issue of climate protection based on the traditional departmental
principle with tasks being split between different ministries runs the risk of creating conflicting
goals in the planning, adoption, implementation and review of appropriate measures.

As the level of crisis intensifies, there may be more radical protests in support of climate protec-
tion, which might be more likely to divide rather than unite society when it comes to the need to
act to protect the climate and would also cause the climate protection movement to become in-
creasingly fragmented.

Debates that political parties engage in publicly about the formulation of targets, prospects for
success or the legality of reforms under climate policy, which are usually very well prepared and
coordinated by the departments, give the impression that decisions are uncoordinated and weak-
en the image of how the government is acting in the transformation.

The use of transformation reactance as a tool by right-wing extremist or anti-democratic parties
and groups is increasing and does not just apply to climate protection policy.
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» Climate protection can be linked to all policy areas, so any attack on climate protection as an area
for action would impact and block the whole of the transformation at different stages.

» The environment and the climate are very important to young people, but this trend is on the de-
cline compared to other issues that are becoming increasingly important in the context of the crisis.

» If the polycrisis continues to progress, both transformation fatigue and transformation reactance
may become more prevalent in society and, as the level of crisis sensitivity and crisis normality
increases, this may also create a new complex situation that continues to act as a brake on trans-

formation policy.

» Ifit appears that the state is unable to take the action that is needed to implement climate protec-
tion policy, this could enable individual organizations or people, such as powerful entrepreneurs,
to seize the initiative, increase their level of influence and weaken democracy, as the example of

the USA demonstrates.

2.5. Digital governance: more polycentric
and more efficient

Administrations and authorities are still undergoing
a process of digital transformation that is transform-
ing not just the issues and programs they work on,
but also their structures and processes. A digitized
administration will have tools for coordinating, plan-
ning and measuring the success of climate protection
policy in real time. This can also improve collabora-
tion across state and national borders, as can the in-
volvement of a wide range of different stakeholders.

Current facts and figures

The polycrisis is shifting the priorities for action by
government in Germany and making cross-depart-
mental coordination and integration of climate pro-
tection measures, which was already a difficult task,
even more difficult because the capacities and finan-
cial resources for climate protection are now becom-
ing ever more scarce. When it comes to the digital
transformation of its administration and political in-
stitutions, Germany is only in the middle of the pack
compared to other European countries. This is pri-
marily due to a reluctance on the part of the author-
ities to embrace technical implementation, some of
which has been inconsistent, as a result of complex
administrative processes and regulations governing
responsibility as well as tight budgets (Initiative D21
e. V., 2024; Rohl, 2023).

What’s changing?

Digitalization is transforming all phases of govern-
ance. This ranges from strategic foresight and risk
analyses, the formulation of policy goals and mis-
sions to the development of measures, monitoring
and evaluation and impact analysis. In all phases,
there is scope to improve the knowledge base and
support communication and cooperation between dif-
ferent policy levels and areas as well as the involve-
ment of external actors from the world of science and
society.

» Implementation of digital governance is faltering

Digital governance means using digital technologies
and information systems to design, implement and
monitor government and administration processes.

It aims to improve the level of efficiency, transpar-
ency and citizen participation in public administra-
tion. There are still shortcomings in the way that the
digital transformation of political action is being im-
plemented because of the unresolved complexity of
administration and decision-making processes, the
pressing demand to intervene in a crisis through poli-
cy action, insufficient expansion of digital infrastruc-
tures, high requirements in relation to data protection
and security and the increase in the amount of disin-
formation.
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» More collaboration and networking

It is evident from the nexus of climate protection with
other transformation policies in the polycrisis (see
trend 1) that transformative government action re-
quires close coordination between all levels of gov-
ernance and policy areas. What is more, citizens and
political groups are demanding more opportunities to
participate, including at an international level. They
believe it is increasingly important to be involved in
the political decision-making process at a time when
the level of crisis is escalating around the globe. For-
mats such as participation portals, e-participation, on-
line consultations and participation via social media
enable citizens to have a stake in democracy — even
though these options are generally only utilized by cer-
tain groups, while other groups find it difficult to use
digital options or are excluded from participating.

» New ways of communicating

One way to support the communication of policy
goals and measures is to use digital technologies,
especially virtual reality (VR) and augmented real-
ity (AR). Digital storytelling, e.g., in the form of an-
imation videos depicting future scenarios or guides
on how to behave in a way that protects the climate,
can boost people’s understanding of climate protec-
tion. Dashboards or situation rooms enable data and
knowledge system environments to be displayed in
real time and based on personal preferences (UNEP,
undated).

» Limits and risks of governance digitalization

Despite the progress that has been made, the process
of digitalization is still being slowed down by frag-
mented responsibilities, concerns about data protec-
tion, a shortage of skilled workers and insufficient
financial resources. In addition, the polycrisis is re-
vealing that digital solutions also harbor new risks —
because of a reliance on tech providers or cyber secu-
rity vulnerabilities, for example.
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What might digital governance of the
transformation look like in 20407?

By 2040, digital governance in Germany and Europe
will have changed profoundly, driven by the advanc-
ing climate crisis, economic disruption and social
instability. Digital governance of politics and admin-
istration will have become a highly dynamic area

of innovation. Digital platforms, interoperable data
spaces and Al-based help with decision-making pro-
cesses will be established at all levels of adminis-
tration. The European Union will have amended its
legislation on data protection again, with the mot-
to being a high standard of data protection meets
practical feasibility. Planning, monitoring and crisis
management will take place in real time, with citi-
zens, business and science all being involved. Gov-
ernment administration will no longer just act as a
service provider, but will be the orchestrator of so-
cial transformation. Definitions of goals and deci-
sions on climate protection policy will be coordinat-
ed at different policy levels. In terms of its content,
governance will focus on strengthening resilience
through climate-neutral technological and resource
sovereignty. This will allow region-specific challeng-
es to be addressed by providing local capacities and
the transfer of knowledge between different regions
to be supported in networks. Intersectoral activities
to assess consequences with real-time models of the
Earth will contribute to anticipatory crisis identifica-
tion and management. It will be possible to model
highly complex relationships between governance
options, identify specific windows of opportunity for
political intervention and, as a result, also facilitate
international climate governance. However, depend-
ence on a few powerful corporations that operate
platforms, digital system failure in certain areas and
hybrid attacks on digital governance processes and
structures will be a major challenge.




What is the relevance for climate protection?

At a time of crisis, short-term measures need to be
developed and implemented quickly, without los-
ing sight of long-term goals such as climate neutrali-
ty. What does this mean for digital governance in the
context of the polycrisis? Digital technologies offer
the potential to improve the way that climate protec-
tion policy is coordinated, the targeting of specific
measures and the measurement of success. Examples
of this include the potential that Al offers for increas-
ing efficiency, knowledge management, or better re-
cording, simulation and control of environmentally
relevant parameters all over the world (Erdmann et
al., 2024; Tan & Crompvoets, 2022).

» Better database for environmental research and
governance

Digital technologies offer the potential to achieve
better coordination of climate protection between
science, society and the world of politics. Real-time
monitoring, models and simulation can improve the
knowledge base, enabling a faster response to events
or new developments, especially in the context of in-
ternational research collaborations. The potential to
increase efficiency exists, but it is by no means cer-
tain that it can be leveraged due to the complex na-
ture of administrative structures and decision-mak-
ing processes. As climate protection requires and
generates large amounts of data, there are risks in-

volving data security and reliance on platform provid-

ers, especially in an international context.

» Climate protection governance is becoming more
polycentric

The need for different departments and authorities

to cooperate on climate protection (Roth et al., 2021;
Schwaag Serger et al., 2023) is increasing, as is the re-
quirement for technical engagement with NGOs and
new alliances to support climate protection, such as
Scientists for Future. This is supported and driven

by digital governance approaches and real-time data
analysis. Civil society and political alliances such as
the World Social Forum WSF, Fridays for Future and
Extinction Rebellion are taking advantage of this and
supporting local initiatives worldwide. Social and en-
vironmental justice are core elements of the trans-
formation and, with the global digital networking of
transformation actors that are different at a local lev-
el, climate protection governance is becoming more
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polycentric (Directorate-General for Research and In-
novation, Dixson-Decléve, Sandrine et al., 2023).

» Turning climate protection into a virtual experience

Digital storytelling, e.g., in the form of animation vid-
eos depicting future scenarios or guides on how to
behave in a way that protects the climate, can boost
people’s understanding of climate protection. One ex-
ample of this is the German Environment Agency’s
interactive narrative formats focusing on how Al is in
the public interest (Erdmann et al., 2022). Dashboards
or situation rooms also enable data and knowledge
system environments to be displayed in real time and
based on personal preferences (UNEP, undated).

» Green digitalization and sustainable competi-
tiveness

If the digital transformation is consistently linked to
the circular economy and climate protection as a way
of championing a green transition, business will view
climate protection as being increasingly in its own
interest. Examples such as sustainable finance and
the new requirements stipulated in the CSRD/sustain-
ability reporting show that companies are ready to

do their bit. If this link is not made, then the digital
transformation could exacerbate the burden on the
environment as an unsustainable driver of growth
and accelerate the pace at which planetary bounda-
ries are crossed (Ekardt, 2022; Hofmann et al., 2023).

What are the connecting factors for climate protec-
tion policy?

How will more digital governance transform climate
protection policy? What opportunities and risks do
digital applications offer in delivering successful
transformation at a time when the level of crisis is in-
tensifying globally?

» Integrated impact assessments and monitoring

Central, internationally linked databases and dash-
boards for monitoring the progress of climate pro-
tection while ensuring compliance with high quality
standards may support coordination across differ-
ent departments and policy levels, reduce the lev-

el of complexity and encourage individual action
(Hofmann et al., 2023). International research collab-
oration may be a way to establish monitoring sys-
tems that could measure not just the local impacts of
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climate change, but also support analysis of the links
between local crisis events and their global contexts.
However, funding and implementing systems like
this and coordinating them internationally present a
major challenge. Recognition that climate protection
is a key element for mitigating the polycrisis could in-
crease the level of willingness to participate interna-
tionally. Regulation of the platform industry and the
use of Al based on European and German standards
could also have a positive impact and establish a lev-
el of certainty that enables industrial stakeholders to
make plans for their business.

» Coordination of climate protection policy across
departments

Digital governance structures also offer great poten-
tial for climate protection policy, but the hurdles to
implementing these structures across the board are
very high. If these hurdles could be lowered, this
could increase the efficiency of interministerial coor-
dination and improve the knowledge base for making
decisions and the exchange of information. As cli-
mate protection policy is closely linked to other policy
areas, such as security and geopolitics, trade and the
economy, which are vital for delivering the transfor-
mation in the polycrisis, it is crucial to make sure that
data and networks are protected. In addition, reliance
on platform providers, especially in an international
context, needs to be reduced.

» More digital networking of politics and society for
climate protection policy

Civil society and political alliances for climate pro-
tection are forming networks internationally and

are no longer committed solely to climate protection
measures, but also to a transformation that is social-
ly and environmentally just in its entirety. Coordinat-
ing matters with them and allowing their voices to be
heard will add additional perspectives to the knowl-
edge base for climate protection policy.
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» Early crisis detection and real-time management

Digital early warning systems and simulation models
(e.g., to highlight climate impacts, supply bottlenecks
or migration) are key to the political decision-mak-
ing process. A national “crisis compass” will link to-
gether data in relation to the climate, infrastructure,
health, security and social cohesion — managed by a
Digital Governance Center at the federal level.

» Digital engagement as a democratic standard

Digital participation will be established in law. Polit-
ical decisions in key areas such as energy, mobility
or urban development will regularly involve delibera-
tive processes with digital support. New formats such
as digital citizens’ assemblies with live simulations
in digital twins will be an integral part of politics at a
municipal level.

» Turning climate protection into a virtual experience

Digital storytelling, in the form of animation videos
depicting future scenarios, serious games or guides
on how to behave in a way that protects the climate,
can boost people’s understanding of climate protec-
tion and the associated need to take action. In ad-
dition, there is scope to highlight the links between
climate protection measures and other activities to
illustrate how climate protection policy crosses over
into other areas in the polycrisis. One example of this
is the German Environment Agency’s “scrollytelling”
focusing on how Al is in the public interest (Erdmann
et al., 2022). Dashboards or situation rooms also en-
able data and knowledge system environments to be
displayed in real time and based on personal prefer-
ences (UNEP, undated).
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The opportunities and risks that this trend presents are summarized in the box below.

Digitalization is making governance more polycentric and more efficient: opportunities
and risks for climate protection

Opportunities

» Central, internationally linked databases and dashboards can support monitoring and impact as-
sessments across different departments and policy levels.

» International research associations can use monitoring systems to measure and investigate the lo-
cal impacts of climate change and how they interact with other transformation indicators globally.

» Climate protection policy is closely linked to other important policy areas for delivering the trans-
formation in the polycrisis, such as security and geopolitics, trade and the economy, so it is cru-
cial to make sure that data and networks are protected. Greater regulation of the platform industry
and the use of Al based on European and German standards could establish more planning cer-
tainty.

» Digital storytelling and serious games can be used to promote education, information and partici-
pation to support protection of the climate.

» A clear focus on transformation by linking together the green and digital transformation in envi-
ronmental and economic policy would be a positive sign of a long-term political strategy for busi-
nesses and could accelerate the green transformation of the economy.

Risks

» Introducing digital governance systems is costly and time-consuming and this could place a
strain on the budgets allocated to climate protection policy.

» Different standards of digital systems and applications can make cooperation more difficult, both
between ministries and policy levels but also internationally.

» The introduction of digital tools in climate protection policy may increase the level of cyber secu-
rity threats and establish a reliance on platform providers.

» Administrations may lack the flexibility to implement new governance approaches in an agile and
digital way.

» Digital governance approaches involving Al run the risk of discriminatory bias.
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3. Ability of politicians to act to deliver climate protection
policy in the polycrisis — recommendations

The ability of politicians to act to protect the climate Figure 3 summarizes the relevance of the trends to
is being greatly challenged by the polycrisis. This has  climate protection.

been illustrated by the five trends presented here with

the impacts they have on climate protection and their

relevance to creating a successful climate protection

policy.

Figure 3: The five trends and their relevance to climate protection
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The five main trends that have been evaluated in rela-
tion to the ability of politicians to act in the polycrisis
cover a wide range of both opportunities and risks for
climate protection and therefore offer political room
for maneuver across different departments for climate
protection policy and for accelerating the transforma-
tion of society.

Over the coming years, the five highlighted trends
will shape the German federal government’s ability to
act to deliver a consistent transformation to achieve
climate neutrality. They will have different impacts
on the potential options for climate protection in an
era of escalating crisis. They entail both opportuni-
ties and risks for climate protection policy.

How can politicians respond appropriately to the
complex challenges that the polycrisis presents and
yet still pursue a transformation strategy for deliver-
ing climate neutrality that is as consistent as possi-
ble across legislative periods? What new approach-
es to governance are needed to ensure that climate
protection policy becomes the key to unlocking this
transformation in an era of escalating and interlinked
crisis phenomena and strengthens the population’s
confidence in the ability of its politicians to take ac-
tion?

This study cannot provide all the answers to these
questions. However, the five trends can highlight im-
portant areas for policy measures to focus on. The in-
novative approach of transformative resilience offer-
ing specific capacity for governance in the polycrisis
is used as the conceptual framework and is first pre-
sented in section 3.1. The areas of action are then pre-
sented (section 3.2) and finally four areas of action are
prioritized (section 3.3).

Ability of politicians to act

3.1. Transformative resilience as a goal and
framework for action

To protect the climate in the global polycrisis, the
ability of the German federal government to act needs
to evolve. The ever increasing number of global crises
with ever closer links between them are impinging
on a society in Germany that is itself characterized
by tendencies toward fragmentation and a structur-
al transformation in the public realm. The previous
transformation governance is increasingly reaching
its limits in the midst of the global polycrisis. A suit-
able way to meet this challenge is to adopt a new ap-
proach to governance that has increasingly gained fa-
vor in recent years: transformative resilience (Rohne
Till et al., 2024).

In a study conducted by the European Environment
Agency, transformative resilience was highlighted

as a crucial capability of governance in the polycri-
sis and defined as follows: transformative resilience
is the ability of systems within the sustainability
process to successfully handle major changes, i.e.,

to move toward the desired sustainability goals and
pursue effective paths despite or even because of in-
creasing stresses and strains, sudden shocks or crises
(EEA, 2023; Erdmann & Kimpeler, 2025). Accordingly,
specific capacities for transformative resilience can
be found in all phases of the traditional governance
cycle. This starts with foresight and strategic plan-
ning as well as the technology impact assessment,
followed by the development of measures, coordi-
nation across different policy areas and policy lev-
els, implementation of the measures, monitoring and
evaluation (EEA, 2023).

3.2. Areas requiring action for climate pro-
tection policy in the era of the polycrisise
An analysis of the five trends for climate protection
reveals the following overarching areas requiring ac-
tion to enable the opportunities and risks to be ad-
dressed in the best possible way.
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Six overarching areas requiring action

» Strengthening nexus thinking to establish cooperation structures that span policy levels and poli-
cy areas, especially when there is a need to intervene in a crisis at short notice.
» Setting up a climate cabinet for interministerial coordination and agreement of all climate protec-

tion measures.

» Priority of climate protection criteria in crisis intervention.

» Expansion of digital governance and environmental research to improve the knowledge base, enable
international cooperation and boost the efficiency of political processes and governmental action.

» Participatory development of a model and narratives for specific target groups in order to main-
tain the transformation to climate neutrality within society as a whole over the long term.

» Institutionalization of strategic foresight for the transformation and early detection of signals that

the crisis is intensifying.

3.3. Conclusion: climate protection policy as
a test case for democratic resilience

With the dynamics of social, environmental, econom-
ic and geopolitical crises overlapping, climate protec-
tion policy is increasingly proving to be a litmus test
for the ability of politicians in modern democracies
to act effectively. Analysis of the trends shows that it
is not a lack of knowledge or technical solutions that
presents the central obstacle, but the wrangling over
political coordination, social integrability and legiti-
mate forms of implementation.

Climate protection is not just one policy area among
many, but an issue that cuts across many areas and
is defined more than almost any other issue by the
weaknesses (but also strengths) of political govern-
ance processes, social cohesion and public communi-
cation. This means that climate policy is not just en-
vironmental policy, but also social policy, economic
policy, security policy and increasingly also an area
for democratic affirmation.
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In an era of increasing fragmentation, digital polar-
ization and dwindling trust in political institutions,
an integrated climate policy that is well communicat-
ed and designed in a participatory way can become
a model for democratic action in the polycrisis. It has
the potential to form new alliances, strengthen the
ability of society to act and combine transformative
forces at a municipal, national and global level.

However, this requires a political self-conception
that no longer relies on reaction, but on strategic
resilience and co-creative governance. This is the
only way to take advantage of the opportunity to
view climate protection not as a victim of the cri-
sis, but as the engine that can drive the future of a
learning democracy.
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