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Between individualization and
politicization: young people’s
Interpretation patterns and
action orientations in the face of
climate change

Leonie Reuter** and Vivian Frick?

YInstitute of Geographical Sciences, Department of Earth Sciences, Freie Universitat Berlin, Berlin,
Germany, ?Institut fur 6kologische Wirtschaftsforschung, Berlin, Germany

This paper examines the prevailing interpretation patterns and action orientations
regarding climate change and climate protection among the young generation
(14-22 years) in Germany. Based on a representative survey, we investigate
which climate action options are currently favored and widespread among
young individuals in Germany, encompassing both private sphere behavior—
sustainable consumption—and public sphere behavior—collective climate action
and civic engagement. Subsequently, through qualitative interviews, we delve
into the shared interpretation patterns that young individuals draw upon
to comprehend, evaluate, and guide their actions in climate protection. In
this process, an individualizing and a politicizing interpretation pattern are
identified and juxtaposed. As a result, both the representative survey and the
qualitative analysis underscore a deep-rooted and widespread adoption of the
individualizing rationale among young people in interpreting and acting on
climate change. We discuss this finding by exploring the discursive origins of the
dominant interpretation pattern and by questioning the respective transformative
potential of both the individualizing and the politicizing action orientation.
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1 Introduction

Social mobilization for climate protection has reached unprecedented magnitudes in
recent years. Particularly, collective actors such as Extinction Rebellion, Ende Geldnde, and,
most notably, the global network of Fridays for Future (FFF) garnered public attention.
The fact that these climate group’s protests were primarily initiated and driven by young
individuals was a defining characteristic from the outset (Sommer et al., 2019; Wahlstrom
et al., 2019). In Germany, the demonstrations of the FFF movement became swiftly
emblematic of a new generation conscious of climate issues and politically engaged—a
“Generation Greta” (Hurrelmann and Albrecht, 2020). More recently, various acts of civil
disobedience by youth-driven alliances like Die letzte Generation [The Last Generation]
sparked public discussions, not only on the climate issue, but also on the acceptability of
protest forms. In light of these developments, the inference of a politicization of youth—
at least in matters of climate protection—seems plausible (Lee et al., 2022). However,
the extent to which the climate-related thinking and actions of an entire generation have
actually been politicized so far remains uncertain.
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The public climate discourse of past decades has been
dominated by the notion of the “responsible consumer”
(Maniates, 2001; Fleming et al., 2014; Grunwald, 2018; Mock,
2020). Also, the environmental and climate policies of recent
governments have been characterized by measures in the realm
of “sustainable consumption” (e.g., National Programme on
Sustainable Consumption, Federal Ministry for the Environment,
Nature Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety, 2018) and a
distinct assignment of responsibility to private households (Akenji,
2014). The promotion of “green consumerism” and individual
responsibilities was disseminated by the media landscape and
corporate communications (Supran and Oreskes, 2021), as well as
by actors in education for sustainable development (Kehren, 2017).
This bias in political, educational, and economic institutions and
the related call for pro-environmental “private-sphere behaviors”
(Stern, 2000, p. 410) is referred to as privatization (e.g., Grunwald,
2010) or individualization (e.g., Maniates, 2001).

As multiple crises, including climate change, continue to
escalate, scholars and policymakers increasingly acknowledge the
limitations of the consumer scope of action in effectively addressing
these crises. Instead, they underscore the necessity for a profound
societal transformation (e.g., Wissenschaftlicher Beirat Globale
Umweltverdanderungen, 2011; Brand, 2016; IPCC, 2018; Dorre
et al., 2019; Nightingale et al., 2020). For individuals, this means
they need to take action not only on their roles as consumers by
reducing their ecological impact, but also through their civic and
political engagement, for example, as workers, citizens, activists,
or politicians (Amel et al., 2017; Wullenkord and Hamann, 2021).
In contrast to individual consumption behavior, these behavioral
aspects have been described as public sphere behavior (Stern, 2000)
or collective action (Fritsche et al., 2018). Civic organizations like
Germanwatch coined the concept of the ecological “handprint”
to highlight the importance of these climate actions. Unlike
the carbon footprint, which measures individual environmental
impact through consumption, the handprint signifies the positive
influence of collective action and political engagement in changing
unfavorable structures and conditions (Hayward et al., 2012; Reif
and Heitfeld, 2015). Also, many actors of the young climate
movement emphasize that political measures should not be
directed at individual consumption choices, but rather should
address the underlying political and economic structures. Central
to their transformational efforts is the principle of climate justice,
which entails an equitable distribution of environmental costs,
benefits, and democratic participation (Della Porta and Parks, 2014;
de Moor et al.,, 2021b; Knappe and Renn, 2022). This critique
of hegemonic approaches to climate change, the recognition of
systemic barriers to sustainable lifestyles that need to be addressed
through political action, and the call for democratic processes to
negotiate these actions, can been seen as a form of politicization.
In general terms, politicization is understood as the process of
discursively placing a particular subject within a sphere of political
contestation, democratic decision-making and agency, instead of
portraying it as “devoid of power, conflict and decision” (Kenis,
2021, p. 136, see also Swyngedouw, 2013; Kenis and Lievens,
2014; Pepermans and Maeseele, 2016; Knappe and Renn, 2022;
Marquardt and Lederer, 2022).

Thus, a tension between individualizing and politicizing
narratives becomes evident, which increasingly characterizes the
climate discourse. Previous research has not yet adequately
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these discursive manifest in

climate-related attitudes and behaviors among young individuals

considered how dynamics
(Reuter and Gossen, 2021). Young people are highly receptive
to new influences and ideas during their transition to adulthood
(Sloam et al., 2022), which likely makes them also susceptible to
the discursive dynamics mentioned above. Moreover, it is widely
recognized that young people and future generations will be much
more affected by the impacts of climate change than today’s adults,
and as future decision-makers, they will be tasked with addressing
and solving these challenges (Wallis and Loy, 2021). As both a
driving force for current climate action and a seismograph for
future responses to climate change, the study of climate-related
interpretation patterns and action orientations among young
people is of particular importance.

Several youth studies indicate a generally high awareness
of climate change and underscore that climate protection is a
significant concern for a large portion of the young generation
(Albert et al., 2019; Calmbach et al., 2020; TUI Stiftung, 2021;
Bartels et al, 2022). Also, the behavioral intentions of young
individuals in climate protection have been extensively examined.
The focus has primarily been on the conditions of “private-
sphere behaviors” (Stern, 2000, p. 410), encompassing everyday
individual actions aimed at reducing the personal environmental
impact through energy-saving measures or conscious consumption
(e.g., Busch et al,, 2019). With the growth of the young climate
movement in recent years, studies have increasingly turned their
attention to the composition, practices, and motivations of “public-
sphere environmentalism” (Stern, 2000, p. 401) and collective
action (Fritsche et al., 2018) among youth, involving political and
activist activities like participating in petitions, demonstrations,
or blockades, as well as engaging with climate NGOs or political
parties (e.g., Wahlstrom et al., 2019; Briigger et al., 2020; Haugestad
et al, 2021; Wallis and Loy, 2021; Neas et al., 2022; Sloam
et al., 2022). Furthermore, several framing analyses within social
movement research have examined the meaning-making processes
of young climate groups, particularly the FFF (Sommer et al,
2020; de Moor et al, 2021b). However, within these fields of
research, the influence of prevailing climate change narratives on
the shared knowledge structures and action orientations across
youth as a whole (including those who are not overtly involved
in climate action) is seldom considered in theoretical terms and
scarcely explored empirically. Particularly, the question of how the
aforementioned tension between individualizing and politicizing
positions in the climate discourse materializes in how young people
think and act in response to climate change remains unaddressed
so far.

To operationalize how young people think about climate
change mitigation, we introduce the concept of social interpretation
patterns® (Oevermann, 2001; Plal and Schetsche, 2001; Bogelein
and Vetter, 2019; Ullrich, 2019; Reuter, 2021). The fundamental
premise of this approach posits that individuals do not interpret

1 This concept originates from the German-speaking context and
specifically from the notion of “soziale Deutungsmuster.” It could also be
translated into English as collective representations (Ullrich, 2022, p. 2-4),
which highlights the conceptual proximity to social representation theory
rooted in social psychology (Moscovici, 1988). In this study, we will solely

use the term “interpretation patterns” or “patterns of interpretation.”
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things purely subjectively from their internal standpoint, but
always refer to pre-existing, socially established structures of
meaning. Interpretation patterns are to be understood as part
of these societal meaning structures: they represent collectively
shared bundles of knowledge that provide a certain range of
explanations for a particular phenomenon (e.g., climate change)—
that is, an internally coherent arrangement of problem definitions,
evaluations, attributions of relevance, and causal explanations
(Oevermann, 2001, p. 37; Bogelein and Vetter, 2019, p. 12).
In a highly complex world, interpretation patterns serve as a
kind of “sorting grid” (Kassner, 2003, p. 37), guiding individuals
in their understanding, judgment, and—this is pivotal—also in
their actions. This implies that interpretation patterns—according
to their specific situational definitions, problem assessments,
and prioritizations—suggest certain action options as necessary,
feasible, functional, and legitimate, while simultaneously excluding
other courses of action as inconceivable, irrelevant, or illegitimate.
In this sense, they are never determining but can indeed become
effective in guiding action (Oevermann, 2001, p. 45; Bogelein and
Vetter, 2019, p. 15; Ullrich, 2019, p. 7f.). To operationalize how
young people tend to act to mitigate climate change, we use the
term action orientation, which is commonly used in connection
with the concept of interpretation patterns. The notion reflects
the idea that actions are neither based solely on rational choices
nor determined by social structures, but are oriented by collective
knowledge repertoires, including interpretation patterns (Ullrich,
2019, p. 8-10).

The emergence and dissemination of interpretation patterns
can be explained by their embedding within societal discourses.
According to Schetsche and Schmied-Knittel (2013, p. 32), it
is the prevailing cultural discourses that generate, modify, and
provide interpretation patterns. Discourses can thus be understood
as “production sites” of interpretation patterns (Keller, 2007,
p- 221). Conversely, interpretation patterns serve as a kind of
intermediary concept on the meso level, bridging the gap between
discourse (macro level) and the individual subject (micro level;
Plaf} and Schetsche, 2001, p. 512; Bogelein and Vetter, 2019, p. 15).
Therefore, the analysis of interpretation patterns offers a suitable
approach to investigate how socially circulating climate protection
narratives, such as the individualizing and politicizing narratives,
become relevant in everyday life and are reflected in the thinking
and behavior at the individual level.

To gain deeper insights into young people’s interpretation
patterns and action orientations in the face of climate change,
our research questions cover two levels. Firstly, we aim to
ascertain the prevalence and popularity of climate protection
actions among young individuals in Germany, to unveil the degree
to which these behaviors and attitudes can be characterized as
either individualized (through the prevalence and popularity of
private sphere behavior) or politicized (through the prevalence and
popularity of public sphere behavior).

Research question 1: To what extent do young people engage
in sustainable consumption behaviors (private sphere) and civic
engagement or collective action (public sphere), and how do
they evaluate these behaviors in terms of effectiveness, effort,
and attractiveness?

Subsequently, we delve into the common interpretation
patterns young individuals draw upon to understand, evaluate,

Frontiersin Political Science

03

10.3389/fp0os.2024.1324386

and guide their actions concerning climate change and climate
protection. In this context, we aim to explore how both the
prevailing individualizing discourse surrounding climate change,
and the politicizing narratives of the climate movement are
reflected in the shared interpretation patterns, and how this
influences the action orientations.

Research question 2: What interpretation patterns do young
individuals in Germany employ when reflecting on climate
protection, and how do these patterns influence the range of
potential courses of action they derive?

2 Materials and methods

We chose a mixed-methods approach to answer the research
questions (Kuckartz, 2014), including a quantitative representative
survey and qualitative interviews. The representative survey
allows conclusions to be drawn about action orientations in
the overall population of young people in Germany. The
results of the representative survey are used to operationalize
action orientations by the prevalence and evaluation of climate
protection-related behaviors among the younger generation in
Germany (research question 1). The in-depth interview analysis
of interpretation patterns allows a deeper understanding of
why and how these action orientations are held by young
individuals. The interview material is used to identify the shared
interpretation patterns employed by young individuals in shaping
their understanding of climate protection as well as their associated
action orientations (research question 2). Both, the representative
survey with 1,010 young respondents and the interview study
with 34 young individuals were conducted as part of the study
“Zukunft? Jugend fragen! 20217 (Bundesministerium fiir Umwelt,
Naturschutz, nukleare Sicherheit und Verbraucherschutz and
Umweltbundesamt, 2022; see Frick et al., 2023 for a detailed
description of the data collection). For the interpretation pattern
analysis, we make use of the findings of a master’s thesis (Reuter,
2021) that was written in conjunction with the above-mentioned
youth study “Zukunft? Jugend fragen! 2021.”

2.1 Quantitative representative survey

In the representative survey, 1,010 young people between
the ages of 14 and 22 filled out an online questionnaire in
June and July 2021. The survey lasted an average of 25min.
The representativeness was additionally ensured by a subsequent
weighting. Comparative data from the German Federal Statistical
Office on the sociodemographic composition of the German
population was used for this weighting. The sociodemographic
characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 1.

The questionnaire included multiple questions on different
environmental topics such as environmental concern, civic
engagement, or social media impact on environmental attitudes
and behavior (see also Frick et al., 2023). The measures relevant
to the publication at hand included the prevalence or frequency
of private and public sphere pro-environmental behavior as well
as the rating of these behaviors concerning attractiveness, effort
and effectiveness, and the evaluation whether societal actors
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TABLE 1 Sample of the representative survey (N = 1,010).

Age 31% 14-16 years

32% 17-19 years

37% 20-22 years

Occupation 44% school

15% vocational training

14% academic studies

12% job

12% other occupation

3% no information

Education level 44% still at school

25% tertiary education level (A-levels, university degree)

20% secondary education level

9% primary education level

2% no or other degree

Gender 52% male

47% female

1% diverse

in Germany are doing enough for environmental and climate
protection. The frequency of private and public sphere behavior
was measured by nine items each on a 6-point Likert scale
ranging from “never” to “very often,” with the additional option
of stating “I don’t know this.” To assess the attractiveness, effort,
and effectiveness of the behaviors, participants were asked to choose
their top three behaviors for each category, e.g., “which behavior is
in our opinion the most effective?” For the evaluation of societal
actors, participants were asked whether the actors were doing
enough for environmental and climate protection, which they
could evaluate on a 4-point Likert scale from “enough” to “not
enough” with the option “I don’t know.”

2.2 Analysis of interpretation patterns in
duo interviews

The primary objective of this analysis was to reconstruct
the interpretation patterns concerning climate change, climate
protection, and climate action that are shared by young individuals
and reflected in their language. The empirical data utilized
to identify these patterns of interpretation were derived from
interviews conducted as part of the youth study (Frick et al., 2023)
and covered two main topics: “Social Media and Environmental
Protection” and “Youth Engagement in Environmental and
Climate Protection.” They were carried out online via a video
conferencing tool during the spring of 2021 and involved a total
of 34 participants. The interviews were conducted in pairs, with
the participants being friends, schoolmates, or couples. This kind
of duo interview was chosen to create an easy conversational
atmosphere and encourage young people to open up in the
unfamiliar interview setting (Frick et al.,, 2023, p. 31-32).
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To ensure the broadest possible representation of the study
cohort, individuals were recruited with varying ages (14-22 years),
gender (19 female, 15 male), and educational qualifications.
Furthermore, the selection process aimed to encompass both
“environmentally conscious” and “environmentally passive” young
people in roughly equal proportions (Frick et al., 2023, p. 31f.), and
thus countered a bias in qualitative research of primarily focusing
on groups that are already engaged in climate action (Feldman,
2022). This systematic recruitment approach is crucial, as a diverse
study group increases the likelihood of obtaining interview material
that exhibits a wide range of perspectives. Consequently, during
the evaluation process, it becomes possible to uncover an array of
interpretation patterns that are as varied and representative of the
field as possible (Kelle and Kluge, 2010, p. 52-55).

Based on all the individual statements collected during the duo
interviews, encompassing opinions, evaluations, and justifications
on the topic of climate change and climate action, the objective
was to identify the underlying interpretation rules in a methodically
controlled manner and reconstruct them in their patterned nature.
The approach used in this study follows the methodology proposed
by Kelle and Kluge (2010) and Ullrich (2019) can be simplified into
three steps (see Reuter, 2021, p. 42-51 for detailed description).

Firstly, a preliminary coding of the complete interview
data was conducted, employing a combined inductive and
deductive approach (Kelle and Kluge, 2010, p. 62, 69-72; Ullrich,
2019, p. 131-132). The categories were derived initially (albeit
provisionally) from the theoretical frameworks encompassing
the multidimensional structure of interpretation patterns? (Plaf3
and Schetsche, 2001, p. 528-530; Bogelein and Vetter, 2019,
p- 27). Utilizing the theory-based assumptions about the inner
dimensions of interpretation patterns as sensitizing concepts
ensured a comprehensive exploration of the material, reducing the
risk of overlooking any component of the patterns. Based on the
interview material, these theoretically informed categories were
then revised and substantiated with empirical content. The aim
of this coding process was to cluster those textual segments that
address a common referential phenomenon (such as climate change
or climate protection) and belong to the same dimension within
an interpretation pattern (such as problem definition or causal
attribution).’

The second step entailed a contrastive interpretation of the
thematically similar text passages, which had been grouped together

2 There is no theoretical agreement on the precise inner structure
of interpretation patterns. Nonetheless, there is a consensus regarding
the multifaceted nature of interpretation patterns. This implies that
these patterns always comprise several knowledge components, such as
problem definitions, causal attributions, assessments of relevance, valuations,
standardized solutions, and efficacy expectations. However, the specific
configuration of dimensions encompassed by a given interpretation pattern
cannot be definitively determined through theoretical means, but always
have to be validated empirically.

3 Itis worth noting that the concepts of individualization and politicization
were not used as preliminary categories during the coding phase. The
original analysis of interpretation patterns, as carried out in the cited master's
thesis (Reuter, 2021), was exploratory in nature and was not guided by the

pre-assumption of identifying an individualizing or politicizing pattern.
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used the bike or public transport for everyday mobility
intentionally avoiding plastic packaging

bought goods from organic production

bought fairly produced and traded goods

lended or shared things, instead of buying them new
did without some consumer goods and bought less
swapped clothing or bought it second hand

lived on a vegetarian or vegan diet

intentionally avoided a flight

boycotted companies that harm the environment or the
climate

voted for a party that supports environmental and
climate protection (subsample already voted, n=379)

supported online actions or online petitions for
environmental or climate protection

shared a post about environmental or climate protection
on social media

participated in demonstrations for environmental and
climate protection

participated in climate strikes (Fridays for Future)

participated in an organization for environmental or
climate protection

donated money to an environmental or climate
protection group

co-organized a demonstration or event for
environmental or climate protection

participated in a blockade or occupation (civil
disobedience)

0%
mvery often moften

FIGURE 1

Self-reported frequency of private sphere und public sphere behaviors (N = 1,010). Question: There are many possibilities of what young people can
do for environmental and climate protection. [...] Have you ever done the following things, and if yes, how often?

22 1 2
21 20 1

16 14 [P 20 30 0

12 | 13 T 41 4
16 16 2

34 1

19 39 0

57 1

59 1

15 64 1
3 6 KK} 18 59 1
10 73 1
10 73 3

msometimes

11

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

rarely never | don't know

in the initial phase. The objective here was to discern empirical
regularities among individual statements and derive what are
referred to as rules of interpretation. This process involved
comparing, differentiating, and summarizing the meaning of text
passages that related to a common reference phenomenon, and
condensing them to shared rules of interpretation.

In the final step, the patterns of interpretation were
reconstructed. In doing so, the previously identified rules of
interpretation were systematically scrutinized for potential
meaningful interconnections, establishing relationships based
on their inherent logical structures. The outcome of this
process eventually culminated in the crystallization of coherent
interpretation patterns.

3 Results

The following sections present the results of the mixed-
methods approach. Firstly, the quantitative survey section
illustrates representative frequencies of reported behaviors
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in climate protection and their corresponding evaluations.
Subsequently, the qualitative analysis delves deeper into the nature
of the underlying interpretation patterns.

3.1 Representative results on young
people’s action orientations in the face of
climate change

To address research question 1, the representative survey first
covered the frequency of private and public sphere behavior for
environmental and climate protection. Figure 1 shows that young
people report to engage more frequently in private sphere behavior
than in different forms of engagement. Sustainable consumption
is much more integrated into young people’s everyday lives. In
particular, the use of public transport or bicycles, as well as so-
called “green” consumption—i.e., the purchase of more sustainable
products, for example, with an organic label, Fairtrade seal or
without plastic packaging—are frequent. On the one hand, this
difference is due to the fact that there are usually simply more
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TABLE 2 Perceived effectiveness, fun and effort of private and public sphere behavior (percentage of participants who chose the behavior in their top
three voting).

Effectiveness Fun Effort

Private sphere behavior

Intentionally avoiding plastic packaging

Use the bike or public transport for everyday mobility

Swap clothing or buy it second hand

Buy fairly produced and traded goods

Live on a vegetarian or vegan diet

Lend or share things instead of buying them new

Buy goods from organic production

Do without some consumer goods and buy less

Intentionally avoid a flight

Boycott companies that harm the environment or the climate

Public sphere behavior

Share a post on environmental and climate protection on social media 3% 8% 2%
Support online actions or online petitions for environmental or climate protection 4% 6% 4%
Donate money to an environmental or climate protection group 8% 3%
Participate in a climate strike (Fridays for Future) 5% 9%
Participate in a demonstration for environmental and climate protection 6% 8%
Participate in an organization for environmental or climate protection 6% 5%
Co-organize a demonstration or event for environmental or climate protection 4% 4% 46%
Participate in a blockade or occupation (civil disobedience) 2% 3% 44%

Question: Chose the top three behaviors that from your point of view are the most effective/fun/effort. Color coding: Black > 30%; dark gray 20-29%; light gray 10-19%; white <10%. Adapted
from Frick et al. (2023).

Every single person 27 52 1® 33

Industry and economy 1® 4 3

Governmet 30 44 18 34

Cities and communes 14 0] 21 4 4

Schools and educational institutions 19 43 29 6 3
Media 14 36 36 10 4

Scientists 32 41 12 8

I

Environmental organizations ¢ 17 49 21 7

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
mnot enough  ®rather not enough rather enough enough | don't know
FIGURE 2

Which actors do enough for environmental and climate protection (N = 1,010). Question: Do the following actors in Germany do enough for
environmental and climate protection?
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opportunities for sustainable consumption and mobility behavior
in everyday life than opportunities to participate in demonstrations
or to sign petitions. But on the other hand, consumer behavior also
seems to be more accepted and habituated beyond this. This can be
seen from the proportion of people who have never tried a behavior,
which is also higher for public than private sphere behavior. In the
domain of public sphere behavior, digital activism, such as signing
online petitions or sharing posts for environmental and climate
protection on social media, was reported most frequently. Over
20% of respondents did this (very) often, and over half had done
so at some point. 13-14% of young people (very) often participated
in environmental and climate demonstrations, such as Fridays for
Future climate strikes, and about four out of ten young people
participated in such a demonstration once. All other forms of
engagement had been tried by significantly <% of the respondents.

A factor analysis was applied to find out whether the two
behavioral domains of private and public sphere behavior were
distinct. The analysis showed that the two behavioral domains
cannot be separated. Further, there is a strong positive correlation
between the mean values of the two domains (r = 0.51™%, p <
0.001). A reliability analysis reveals that an overall indicator of all
assessed behaviors that includes both sustainable consumption and
engagement has a very high reliability of Cronbach’s a = 0.88. Thus,
the two behavioral domains are not clearly distinguishable: those
who engage in the public sphere are also more likely to consume
sustainably, indicating a combination of these action orientations
among young people.

Various conditions may contribute to the fact that private
sphere behaviors predominantly enjoyed greater popularity than
civic engagement or public sphere behavior. Behavioral science
research points to several key factors. The so-called outcome
efficacy (Schwartz, 1977), i.e., the expected effectiveness of a
behavior, shapes its prevalence and acceptance, as do hedonistic
motives (how much fun it is) and the expected behavioral costs—
i.e., the financial, time, and physical effort involved (Stern, 2000;
Diekmann and Preisenddorfer, 2003). Thus, the evaluation of these
behaviors in terms of effectiveness, effort, and attractiveness was
addressed (research question 1). Respondents were asked to select
each of the three behaviors from the list in Figure 1, which was
the most fun, most effective, and most costly. Table 2 shows the
results: Sustainable consumption behaviors were more attractive
for the majority of respondents, and they also associated them
with less effort (with the exception of not flying and boycotting
harmful companies). With the exception of digital activism (sharing
posts and signing petitions) and donating money to environmental
organizations, all forms of climate policy engagement were
perceived to require significant effort.

What is more challenging to explain is the clear majority in
favor of sustainable consumption as a more effective behavior
compared to civic engagement. One possible explanation is that
the effectiveness of one’s own consumption behavior, such as
foregoing a flight, reducing car kilometers, or meat consumption,
is much easier to measure and appears to be more controllable, for
example, by reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The impact of civic
engagement, on the other hand, can often only be tracked indirectly
and over the long term, and is fulfilled primarily when people
organize collectively, so the outcome cannot clearly be attributed
to a single person’s behavior.
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Finally, a third question in the survey asked respondents which
actors they thought did (not) do enough for environmental and
climate protection (Figure 2). “Each and every individual” scored
lowest when it came to who does enough for environmental
and climate protection (or similarly poorly as industry and
government). This is indicative of the strong attribution of
responsibility to the individual. However, the figure also makes it
clear that young people do not see responsibility as lying solely
with individuals: according to around two thirds of respondents,
industry, and business in particular, but also political actors such as
the federal government, cities, and municipalities, are (rather) not
doing enough for environmental and climate protection. The extent
to which these attributions of responsibility and the assessments of
the effectiveness of various climate protection options are reflected
in the young people’s patterns of interpretation and orientations for
action is explored in greater depth in the following chapter in the
qualitative interview analysis.

3.2 Young people’s interpretation patterns
in the face of climate change

The aim of the interview analysis was to uncover the shared
patterns of interpretation that are accessed and reproduced by
young people when thinking and talking about climate change
and climate protection. It is assumed that these interpretation
patterns, within their respective logical contexts, provide insights
into the perceived significance, feasibility, desirability, and efficacy
of various forms of climate protection behaviors. To address
research question 2, this chapter outlines the interpretation patterns
young individuals in Germany employ when reflecting on climate
protection, and how these patterns influence the range of potential
courses of action they derive.

The interview analysis revealed a multitude of interpretation
rules concerning climate change and climate protection. One
key observation is that, across all interviews, climate change
was consistently interpreted as a serious problem, for which
solutions need to be found. Beyond this general consensus
on the issue of climate change, significant differences became
apparent within the range of interpretation rules regarding
causes of climate change, effective and legitimate solutions, and
responsibility for implementation. Particularly, two opposing
structural patterns, conceived as consistent configurations of
interconnected interpretation rules, emerged. These two internally
coherent patterns of interpretation can be characterized as
individualizing and politicizing in nature, encompassing different
dimensions: the framing of climate change and its causal
explanations, viable approaches to climate protection, attributions
of responsibility, and resulting implications for action. In all of
these dimensions, the first interpretation pattern centers around the
individual, his or her ecological awareness, personal consumption
choices, and commitments to sustainable behavior in the private
sphere. This first pattern is thus identifiable as individualizing. In
contrast, the second pattern shifts the origin of problems, as well as
solutions, responsibilities, and impetus for action, to a domain of
systemic issues, political contestation, and collective action in the
public sphere. Consequently, it can be defined as politicizing.
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The following sections provide a concise summary of the two
competing patterns of interpretation, delineating their distinct
meanings and contrasting their underlying rationalities. As an
illustration of both patterns, selected quotes from the interviews
(translated into English by the authors) are included. To refer to
a certain proportion of the 34 interviewees, we use the following
labels: “no one” means 0 people, “few” means 1-4 people, “some”
means 5-12 people, “many” means 13-22 people, “most/majority”
means 23-33 people, “all” means 34 people.

3.2.1 "Doing small things makes a
difference”"—The individualizing interpretation
pattern

The individualizing interpretation pattern revolved around
the individual and their behaviors as central factors, regardless
of whether it pertained to the causation of climate change
issues, solution competence, attributions of responsibility,
or practical implications for action. Climate change was
problematized primarily as a result of climate-damaging lifestyle
choices such as mobility habits, improper waste disposal, high
meat consumption, excessive private energy use, purchases of
unsustainable products, and frequent online orders. Consequently,
the source of the problem was perceived as residing within
individuals and their environmentally harmful consumption
patterns. Many interviewees criticized other people for their
supposed irresponsibility, citing laziness, selfishness, or ignorance
as reasons for their environmentally harmful actions. For example,
it was stated, that “one is not aware of what one is causing with
some purchases or activities” (Duo#13), but also, “I believe that
many people can’t bring themselves to do it [act sustainably]. They
know what’s right, but still throw their trash on the street” (Duo#7).

Within this rationale, not only the problem but also the
solutions to climate issues were rooted in individual behavior.
Prominent strategies included conscious waste management,
avoidance of plastic packaging, reduction of car and air travel,
utilization of public transport, energy conservation, and the
purchase of sustainable goods. An interviewee argued, “I try to
limit my consumption a little when it comes to such things, [...]
mostly small things. If everyone would pay attention to it, it would
make a difference” (Duo#5), and somebody else claimed that “each
individual should pay attention to what they can do, that not
everything is wrapped in plastic at the supermarket, bring your own
cloth bag, each person should take care of themselves, not selfishly
walking through the world” (Duo#3). According to yet another
interviewee, “there are small things in everyday life that everyone
can do [...], turning off the car at traffic lights, not airing and heating
at the same time, the classics that everyone knows, but often still
does not implement. Anyone can do that” (Duo#10).

As a consequence, many interviewees viewed raising awareness
and educating individuals about “correct” behaviors as crucial
prerequisites for successful climate protection. Given these
preconditions, it was believed that even minor everyday changes
in individual behavior can lead to significant positive impacts.
This was reflected in statements, such as “I think it will have
a significant impact that more and more people are doing
something small” (Duo#14), “Even doing small things is important,
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it definitely makes a difference” (Duo#8), or “When everything
comes together, even if everyone does just a little thing, it can
bring about a big change” (Duo#5). Therefore, the individualizing
interpretation pattern underscored a clear appeal: each individual
is responsible and should contribute to climate protection through
adjustments in personal conduct, even if it is only “something
small.” Such behavioral changes were not only deemed necessary
and sensible but also morally imperative. Effective environmental
and climate protection, according to this interpretation pattern,
heavily relies on individuals’ insight and willingness to adopt more
sustainable consumption patterns and lifestyles. Here, the idea that
sustainability could be attained if just everyone did the “small
things that everyone can do” in the consumption sphere stands in
stark contrast to scientific insights that call for drastic reductions
in consumption patterns of the Global North (e.g., Wiedmann
et al,, 2020) as well as systemic societal and economic change (e.g.,
Wissenschaftlicher Beirat Globale Umweltverdnderungen, 2011).

In contrast, the option of getting involved as a political
citizen and engaging in collective climate action to foster systemic
change was scarcely addressed within the individualizing logic
(mostly when raised by the interviewers), and it was neither
perceived as indispensable for climate protection nor regarded
as morally required. Demonstrations, such as those organized by
the FFF movement, were primarily interpreted as one of several
possible means to communicate environmentally and climate-
friendly behaviors. Compared to individual consumer behavior,
however, it was not seen as an essential prerequisite for effectively
addressing climate change. This prioritization was exemplified
in the following statement: “I haven’t really thought about it
[getting involved in collective climate action]. I think if every
person decides to care about the environment, ride a bicycle
instead of a car, it benefits the community through a domino
effect. T try to do it for myself, not extremely, like eating
vegan, but choosing the environmentally friendly alternative for
small decisions. Everyone has to contribute” (Duo#1). While
many “carriers” of the individualizing pattern acknowledged a
certain effectiveness of the climate movements efforts, some
others dismissed collective action as too extreme, hypocritical, or
simply useless. One interviewee stated, “What was Fridays for
Future? Nothing has changed. Nothing happened. The children
took to the streets for a few months, you don’t hear anything
more from Greta Thunberg. After 6 months, nobody cares
anymore” (#Duol5).

3.2.2 "Hope lies in the collective”—The
politicizing interpretation pattern

The politicizing interpretation pattern operates at a structural-
political level when defining both the problem of climate change
and the typified paths toward climate protection as well as
corresponding implications for action. Climate change was framed
not solely as an ecological issue but as a socio-political problem.
The root causes of climate change, such as other social challenges,
were traced back to structural factors, mainly relating to the
(capitalist) economic system and political framework conditions.
For one interviewee this implied, “as long as this capitalist mode of
production exists, climate change cannot be stopped” (Duo#17).

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1324386
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Reuter and Frick

Within the politicizing logic, individual consumption decisions
were not blamed for the problem, as it was believed that individuals
have limited agency in making their behavior climate-friendly while
living within a climate-damaging system. Structural barriers, such
as inequitable distribution of financial resources, or political voice,
were emphasized as hindrances to individual change and agency.
Consequently, individual efforts to make everyday behaviors more
climate-friendly were deemed insufficient as a solution to the
problem. For example, one of the interviewees maintained that
“people are educated, but about the wrong things. It’s said that
you drive your cars too much, you do this and that. Why isn’t it
mentioned that a supertanker traveling from India to Rotterdam
consumes as much emissions as I do if I drive a car all year round?
Why aren’t we thinking in different dimensions?” (Duo#15) and
somebody else stated that “small things don’t change anything.
The most important thing is that countries take action, close coal
power plants, use more renewable energy, not criticize if you
use plastic wrap” (Duo#9). The conviction was that fundamental
societal transformation is necessary to address climate change
effectively. The responsibility for implementing such changes and
strengthening climate protection efforts was placed on political
actors, who are called upon to take action: “I think that its
not sufficient. Something needs to happen in politics” (Duo#7),
“One should intensify such measures; not enough is being done”
(Duo#3), and “Angela Merkel [former German chancellor] can say
that things should be abolished” (Duo#14).

Within this pattern, the moral obligation of individuals to strive
for climate protection through sustainable consumption received
much less emphasis, while for some interviewees, especially in the
environmentally interested subgroup, collective climate action and
political participation were seen as urgently needed and effective
courses of action. This collective activism was considered to hold
the potential for politicizing others, rallying public support for
climate policy issues, and exerting pressure on political entities.
In light of the profound societal changes deemed imperative,
individual actions were perceived as constrained and politically
inert, while collective engagement was viewed as a meaningful
and urgent course of action. For instance, it was argued: “As an
individual, I can’t make much of a difference, but in a huge group,
when there’s a demonstration, it will have an impact” (Duo#13),
or “Hope lies in the collective, finding people who think and feel
the same, coming up with something together and being loud
together” (Duo#17).

3.2.3 The interplay of the interpretation patterns
and action orientations

The analysis revealed two distinct interpretation patterns
young individuals in Germany draw on in the face of climate
change—an individualizing and a politicizing pattern. The
individualizing interpretation pattern was found to be far more
dominant and intuitive in the majority of interviews, across all
age groups, genders, educational backgrounds, as well as for
individuals identified as both “environmentally conscious” and
“environmentally passive” (Frick et al., 2023, p. 31-32). In contrast,
the politicizing pattern was only infrequently reproduced, often
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in fragmented form, with vague references to the responsibility

of “politics.”
When

interpretation pattern, it is essential to keep in mind that these

examining the individualizing and politicizing
are ideal-typical, theoretical constructs that may not necessarily
manifest empirically in the exact condensed forms described here
(Pfister, 2002, p. 161). Also, the stark juxtaposition of both patterns
is a simplified typification. Empirically, it can be observed that,
in certain cases, elements from both interpretation patterns were
combined, as some of the young participants drew on arguments
from both the individualizing and the politicizing logic. This
means that the interpretation patterns are not necessarily mutually
exclusive but sometimes also appear in merged forms. Notably,
the call for politicians to take responsibility for climate protection
was repeatedly mentioned in combination with the individualizing
rationale of “everyone has to make their contribution.” We also
observed that a few interviewees referred to the responsibility of
political and economic actors, but rather used it as an excuse for
why they do not become active themselves. Overall, only a few
interviewees referred exclusively to the politicizing interpretation
pattern, while the majority referred to the individualizing
pattern. Among the latter, some interviewees also occasionally
reproduced isolated rules of interpretation from the politicizing
pattern, although in general the individualizing elements still
clearly dominated.

The convergence of the individualizing and politicizing
rationale among some interviewees may be a sign of an ongoing
process of change within the shared patterns of interpretation. It
seems plausible that the growth of the climate movement in recent
years has contributed to a (re)politicization of public debates and,
as a result, also triggered changes in young people’s interpretation
patterns and action orientations. The observation in the interviews
that some “carriers” of the individualizing pattern also took up
elements of the politicizing pattern could be an indicator of this
ongoing (re)politicization process.

Regarding the climate-related action orientations, it is crucial to
reiterate that a direct causal linkage between interpretation patterns
and action intentions, as determinants, cannot be established.
Climate protection behaviors are undoubtedly influenced by
various other factors that are not accounted for in the context of an
interpretation pattern analysis. This implies that young people who
adopt the politicizing interpretation pattern do not automatically
participate in collective climate action but may be prevented from
doing so for other reasons. Nonetheless, an action-orienting impact
can reasonably be inferred, in the sense that, within the logic of
a specific interpretation pattern, some options for action appear
more rational and desirable than others (Oevermann, 2001, p. 45).
It is thus plausible to assume that the politicizing interpretation
pattern holds an activating potential for public sphere behaviors by
presenting collective engagement in political climate actions as a
necessary and legitimate course of action. On the other hand, the
individualizing interpretation pattern highlights the effectiveness
and the moral imperative of adapting everyday behaviors and
making more conscious consumption choices, thus mobilizing
individuals in the direction of private sphere behaviors.

Again, this does not mean that the interpretation patterns and
action orientations are mutually exclusive. Rather, the interviews
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suggest that some individuals, particularly those (partially) aligned
with the politicizing pattern, also aspire to a sustainable lifestyle and
engage in private sphere behaviors—not exclusively, but in addition
to public sphere behaviors. In line with this, the quantitative
analysis in this study revealed a positive correlation between
public and private sphere behaviors: individuals exhibiting civic
engagement also tend to consume more sustainably. This tendency
could be explained by the concept of behavioral spillovers, whereby
the adoption of one pro-environmental behavior increases the
likelihood of adopting other behaviors (Nash et al., 2017; Maki
et al,, 2019). However, the exact ways in which the individualizing
and politicizing patterns are reconciled, and the extent to which
both action orientations can mutually generate spillover effects,
cannot be elaborated in this study, but should be explored in
future research.

4 Discussion

The mixed-method approach of the study revealed a clear
tendency toward the individualizing interpretation patterns and
action orientations. While the analysis of interviews with 34 young
individuals showed the detailed workings of the individualizing
rationale, the quantitative survey allowed to draw generalized
conclusions among the German youth population: It showed
that young people in Germany engage more frequently in
individual consumption-based behavior (private sphere behavior),
perceive it as more effective, and generally find it more enjoyable
and less burdensome than civic engagement or public sphere
behavior (see also Bartels and Karic, 2023). The individualizing
interpretation pattern was far more frequent across all age
groups, genders, and educational backgrounds than the politicizing
pattern. Overall, both the interview analysis and the representative
survey underscore a deep-rooted and widespread adoption of the
individualizing logic among young individuals when interpreting
or taking action on climate change and climate protection. This
finding is particularly noteworthy considering the prominent role
of the young climate movement in recent years which offered
substantial prospects for the widespread (re)politicization of youth,
especially in matters of climate change.

The next chapter offers some possible explanations for the
prevalence of the individualizing logic. The theoretical framework
of social interpretation patterns emphasizes that climate-related
attitudes and behaviors are not generated individually, but are
socially mediated and embedded. Based on this assumption
we raise the question of the historical-cultural processes of
meaning construction—the discourses—within which climate-
related patterns of interpretation and action orientations of young
people emerge (Keller, 2007). Expanding upon a large body of
research that typically points to a combination of “intrapersonal”
factors, such as beliefs, attitudes, or personal norms in explaining
pro-environmental behavior at the individual level (e.g., Busch
etal, 2019; Li et al., 2019; Yang and Wilson, 2023), we explore the
discursive origins of the individualizing interpretation pattern and
action orientation on a societal level. Furthermore, we will discuss
the transformative potential that individualizing and politicizing
orientations bring to climate action. What are the risks associated
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with the individualizing focus on sustainable consumption and
lifestyle matters, and what mobilizing force does the politicizing
pattern unleash?

4.1 The discursive origins of the
individualizing interpretation pattern

Given the theoretical assumption that social discourses
(Keller, 2007, p. 221) for
interpretation patterns, it becomes pertinent to investigate

function as “production sites”

the specific discourses to which the climate protection-related
interpretation patterns correspond. How is the prevailing
individualizing interpretation pattern related to political, media,
and environmental education narratives, and corresponding
dynamics of responsibilization (Grunwald, 2018)? Addressing this
question involves exploring social science research, which has been
examining climate change discourses, narratives, and framings
for decades.

By analyzing media chronicles, political agendas, education
programs, corporate public relations efforts, advertising campaigns,
and the subjects of academic research, numerous studies have
revealed a strong emphasis on the roles and duties of consumers
in addressing climate change. For instance, Fleming et al. (2014,
p. 413) identify a “culture of consumption discourse,” while Mock
(2020, p. 245) recognizes a “narrative of consumer responsibility.”
Following a “paradigm of ABC-attitude, behavior, and choice”
(Shove, 2010, p. 1,273), these narratives all emphasize high
environmental awareness and conscious consumption choices as
primary solutions to the climate crisis, as do most interviewees
in our interviews when expressing individualizing patterns. The
accompanying moral appeal targets individuals, urging them to
contribute to climate protection through behavior change. In this
context, some authors refer to the notion of “responsibilization”
as the process through which responsibility is produced and
specifically attributed to certain agents (Soneryd and Uggla, 2015;
Buschmann and Sulmowski, 2018; Grunwald, 2018). A prominent
example of responsibilization of consumers in climate protection
is a campaign by the oil company BP, where the calculation of
individual ecological footprints was popularized to divert attention
from its own “dirty” business model (Lamb et al., 2020).

However, the promotion of consumer agency and responsibility
is not solely driven by climate-damaging industries. The
individualizing narrative permeates several arenas of climate
change-related discourse, including sustainable lifestyle literature
and social media channels (Joosse and Brydges, 2018; Lartigue
etal., 2021) as well as educational institutions and the international
program “Education for Sustainable Development” (ESD; Kehren,
2017; Kranz et al., 2022). Also, certain research communities have
faced criticism for their strong focus on the study of individual
“pro-environmental behaviors” (Schmitt et al., 2020). Across all
these discursive spheres, the same individualizing logic emerges,
which is also evident in the interpretation patterns observed among
the interviewed young individuals.

Finally, it is also noteworthy that even certain segments within
the climate movement—such as the so-called “lifestyle movements”
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(Biichs et al., 2015)—reproduce the individualizing logic through
their emphasis on consumer criticism and individual action
(Wahlstrom et al., 2013; Thorn and Svenberg, 2016). For instance,
Thorn and Svenberg (2016, p. 605) find that parts of the Swedish
environmental movement “actively participated in neoliberal
responsibilization by emphasizing the moral responsibility of
the consumer.” Likewise, the framing of the FFF movement
underscores the young generation’s responsibility to exert pressure
on politics, but also the need to adapt lifestyle and consumption
behavior to environmental imperatives (Sommer et al., 2019, p.
42; de Moor et al., 2021b, p. 622; Svensson and Wahlstrom,
2023, p. 11). Overall, the prevalence of the individualizing
interpretation pattern in the interviews, along with the clear
inclination toward private sphere behavior highlighted in the
representative survey, can be seen as a manifestation of the
hegemonic discourse of individualization and its associated
processes of consumer responsibilization.

4.2 Transformative potentials and limits of
the individualizing and politicizing
orientations

As multiple crises, including climate change, continue to
escalate, scholars and policymakers increasingly stress the necessity
for a systemic societal transformation (e.g., Wissenschaftlicher
Globale 2011; Brand, 2016;
Dorre et al, 2019). Therefore, in this chapter, we discuss

Beirat Umweltverdnderungen,
the transformative potentials and limitations of both the
individualizing and politicizing rationales. To what extent can
these interpretation patterns and action orientations foster or
impede transformative processes?

The study revealed both a higher frequency and more positive
evaluation of individual consumption actions compared to civic
engagement, as well as a dominant individualizing interpretation
pattern, which assigns responsibility to the individual and promotes
sustainable consumption. This tendency may come with several
societal risks, three of which are explained here.

First, confidence in the efficacy of individual climate protection
measures is founded on assumptions about the direct link
between knowledge and action, disregarding systemic barriers that
impede climate-protective behavior. It is well-established that a
heightened problem awareness is insufficient for practical climate
protection (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002). Extensive research on
psychological barriers (Gifford, 2011), behavioral lock-ins (Seto
et al., 2016), the stabilizing influence of routines and material
infrastructures (Warde, 2005), and the power of social norms and
ideologies (Stuart et al., 2020) has revealed that for individual
behaviors to change, several conditions must be met, which lie
beyond personal goodwill.

Second, even when consumption decisions are made based on
sustainability criteria, they may not necessarily yield the desired
positive effects, but often remain primarily symbolic (Whitmarsh
et al, 2021). The effectiveness of individual endeavors toward
sustainable consumption is frequently overestimated (Mock, 2020;
Grunwald, 2022). This is evident, for instance, in the fact
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that statistically, the intention to engage in environmentally
friendly behavior has a significantly smaller impact on the
ecological footprint compared to factors like income level (Huddart
Kennedy et al., 2015; Moser and Kleinhiickelkotten, 2018).
Consequently, the latest IPCC report emphasizes, “Individual
behavioral change is insufficient for climate change mitigation
unless embedded in structural and cultural change” (IPCC, 2022,
p- 506). In sum, as argued earlier, systemic change is necessary for
broad behavioral change (e.g., Wissenschaftlicher Beirat Globale
Umweltveranderungen, 2011).

Third, although some authors advocate for conscious
consumption as a form of “lifestyle politics” (de Moor,
2017; Zamponi et al, 2022), others stress that the primary
focus on individual lifestyle issues may divert attention from
individuals’ roles as political citizens, workers or activists,
eventually resulting in demobilization in these roles (Huddart
Kennedy et al., 2015; Maniates, 2019). Petersen et al. (2019)
even diagnose a new form of “ideological denialism” (p. 119),
arguing that the concentration on private-sphere measures
“contribute to a denial of the sociostructural changes necessary
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions” (p. 129). Ultimately, the
individualizing action orientation may lead to a perception
that small, everyday changes in behavior alone can resolve the
climate crisis, inadvertently reinforcing the unsustainable status
quo and inhibiting transformation (Grunwald, 2010). Overall,
the dominance of the individualizing pattern poses the risk
of fostering widespread depoliticization. By portraying climate
change and mitigation as a matter of individual awareness,
choice, and behavior, it obscures the structural causes of
climate changes, powerful interests that seek to maintain these
structures, as well as the potential for political contestation and
collective agency.

In contrast, the politicizing pattern moves the issue of climate
change into the realm of power struggles, political influence and
collective action. Within this pattern, established structures of
production and consumption as well as status quo approaches to
climate mitigation are challenged, suggesting the need for systemic
societal change and the responsibility of political and economic
actors. While individual aspirations of sustainable consumption are
deemed insufficient both morally and practically, collective climate
action and political contestation emerge as desirable and effective
pathways for change.

With this programmatic shift, the politicizing pattern
carries a strong impetus for collective mobilization in climate
action. Transformation research underscores the relevance
of such grassroots movements and civil society initiatives
in facilitating transformative change and effective climate
action. First, there is the potential to directly or indirectly
reduce greenhouse gas emissions through climate activism:
“Collective action and social organizing are crucial to shift the
possibility space of public policy on climate change mitigation”
(IPCC, 2022, p. 506; also see Fisher and Nasrin, 2021; Thiri
et al., 2022). Second, the climate justice movement holds the
potential to challenge prevailing power dynamics, strengthen
democratic deliberation, and cultivate alternative modes of
more equitable governance (Temper et al, 2018). This is also
true for youth-led movements (Sloam et al, 2022). Especially
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for young people, whose influence on climate governance is
often constrained, be it as voters, employees, investors, or
consumers, informal types of political involvement represent
(Wallis and
2021; Sloam et al, 2022). Overall, the politicizing pattern of

an important means of empowerment Loy,
interpretation and action, with its impetus toward political

contestation and collective agency, unleashes considerable

transformational potential.

5 Conclusion

The empirical analyses in this paper have shown that the
interpretation patterns and action orientations of young people
in Germany are primarily shaped by an individualizing logic.
According to this logic, climate protection is framed as a
lifestyle-related field of action, responsibility for environmental
climate protection is mainly located with private individuals,
and the necessity and effectiveness of conscious consumption is
emphasized. Conversely, a politicizing logic is also discernible
within these interpretation patterns and action orientations. This
alternative logic portrays climate protection through the lens of
political action and profound social change, attributing substantial
weight to collective mobilization within civil society.

According to the current state of knowledge, it seems
reasonable to promote the wider dissemination of politicizing
action orientations for effective climate protection and the requisite
socio-ecological transformation. On one aspect, this is indicated
by the challenges associated with the individualizing pattern,
encompassing the constrained efficacy of individual consumption
adjustments and the pitfalls of moralization and polarization.
Furthermore, a major risk lies in the fact that the narrow focus
on individual responsibilities obscures the need for structural
change, political agency, and democratic processes in climate
action, thereby exerting a depoliticizing effect. The politicizing
pattern, with its potential to incite civic involvement and thereby
amplify public pressure on decision-makers, promises not only an
important contribution to the implementation of climate policies.
It also holds the potential to enhance democratic deliberation and
facilitate learning processes, along with the prospect of linking
climate protection with broader social concerns, thereby offering
a prospect of improving the conditions for a thorough and
just transformation.

The continued presence of FFF and other climate groups
and initiatives represent one chance to expand “the discursive
opportunity structure to politicize environmentalism” (de
Moor et al., 202la, p. 325). However, the (re)politicization
of interpretation patterns and action orientations for more
ambitious and socially equitable climate action is not limited
to the climate movement and civil society organizations alone.
Various stakeholders spanning the realms of science, politics,
education, and media—especially those endowed with increased
discursive power—can leverage their position to re-evaluate their
prior focus on individual responsibility and consumption-related
matters, and instead promote collective engagement. For instance,
educational agents such as schools, training institutions, or
universities can implement transformative learning approaches
that fortify young individuals’ political education and participatory
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capabilities, aligning with a critical-emancipatory education for
sustainable development (Kranz et al, 2022; Singer-Brodowski,
2023). The objective here is not to persuade young individuals
to adopt specific sustainable behaviors, but rather to aid them in
questioning and altering societal and personal patterns of thought
and action. The learning objective thus pivots toward fostering
(self-)reflective aptitude, along with empowerment for political
participation. In further support of this endeavor, environmental
and educational policies can amplify the role of learning within the
context of socio-ecological transformation processes and advocate
for participatory and action-driven pedagogical approaches (Blum
etal., 2021).

The limitations of the current study suggest several avenues
for future research. For example, it must be assumed that
the reconstruction of interpretation patterns presented here is
incomplete. Since it cannot be guaranteed that the “carriers” of
all possible interpretation rules were interviewed, only a partial
reconstruction of the interpretation patterns and their dimensions
can be claimed. This is especially true for the politicizing
interpretation pattern, which was reconstructed on the basis of
rather sparse data from only a few interviews. Thus, one approach
for future research would be to rely on a more diverse interview
sample that includes a broader range of young people engaged
in climate action. Such an expanded sample would allow for a
closer look at the nuances and variations within the politicizing
interpretation pattern, for example with regard to different levels of
trust in institutions and its role in guiding climate (in)action. This
could also help to shed light on the extent to which different forms
of politicization may imply distinct types of engagement that are
either aligned with, beyond, or against established institutions.

More generally, future research should further investigate
ongoing changes in climate-related interpretations and action
orientations. It is plausible, for instance, that the discursive
influences exerted by the climate movement may not have
been as strongly evident during the time of this study,
potentially leading to a limited manifestation of politicization
effects within the interpretation patterns. Given the sustained
prominence of climate change issues and the emergence of
new experiences in this context, coupled with potential shifts
in climate movements framings and the public discourse,
the interpretation patterns shared by young individuals will
most likely continue to evolve. Finally, it may be worthwhile
to explore the varying transformational ideals and future
visions embraced by young individuals through interpretation
pattern analysis, particularly for social science research focused
on sustainability transformations. Such an undertaking would
facilitate a more nuanced understanding of the collectively held
normative concepts regarding the trajectory of a socio-ecological
transition and the variations within politicizing interpretation
patterns, a subject likely to bear significance not solely within
the realms of scholarly investigation but also within the
socio-political arena.
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