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ABSTRACT 

The biggest changes to the planet are made by 
humankind and action needs to be taken in order to 
guarantee a sustainable level of emissions for the 
planet (Rockström et al. 2009). In the project 
presented in this poster, we engage young citizens 
(from 15 to 20 years old), in critically reflecting on 

social norms and practices around climate goals 
and CO2 emissions, through participatory theatre 
methods. Only when those involved can get 
sufficient authority to determine and guide the 
research and the research agenda, can a project be 
truly participatory (Winschiers-Theophilus 2009). 
Participatory theatre offers ways to meet the 
longing for shared forums by engaging large 

groups of people in exploring difficult social 
dilemmas. It can potentially empower the young 
participants to change their own situations and 
organisations, as it is “likely to shake things into 
action or to “unfreeze” blocked situations” 
(Shreyögg and Höpfl 2004).  

BACKGROUND AND METHOD 
The emotions related to global problems such 
as climate change are often negative emotions, 
such as worry, despair, anger, guilt and 
helplessness (as has been highlighted in Ojala, 

2012). Such emotions can stimulate the 
inability to act or to develop a deeper 
understanding of the problem (Ojala, 2012). 
Therefore, is it important to find a way to 
channel these emotions. One coping strategy is 
proactive coping, which is future-oriented and 
concerns how people build resources that 
promote an active stance towards possible 
future problems (Schwarzer & Taubert, 2002).  

 
In taking an active stance towards the future, 
not only individual action and stances are 
important, because our behaviour is not 
determined just by our own decisions but also 
by the society we live in and the norms we 
adhere to. Mead (1934) expresses the 
individual self as paradoxically social and as 
emerging in the conversation with others. 
Following this line of reasoning, 
communication efforts need to shape a shared 
space to discover social norms and to reflect 
critically on them.  
We aim to provide an arena for participation 
by using improvised theatre to explore the 

 
Figure 1. Theatre scene: The State of Our Planet 
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everyday stories of young people, find out how 
they negotiate social norms and create space 
for reflexive dialogue to investigate what their 
way of living might mean in the light of CO2 
emissions. Drawing from Complex 
Responsive Processes of Relating (Stacey et 
al. 2000), Larsen & Friis (2005) have 
developed a theoretical and practice-based 
understanding of improvised theatre methods 
in organisational change, as a way to explore 
social interaction with a multitude of 
participants. It opens up for practical 
reflexivity between different participants and 
encourages collective voicing of themes that 
would elsewhere remain hidden (Pässilä et al. 
2015, Larsen & Friis 2018). We will 
complement the work with a dimension of 
storytelling with objects (Myatt & Watt 2012), 
in which the meaning is created in 
particularised complex social acts (Stacey et 
al. 2000, Mead 1934).  
 

Thus, meaning of an object is not encoded in 
the object itself, but is socially informed and is 
impacted by the various contexts and ways 

that we relate to objects and other people 
(Ryöppy et al. 2017).  

STUDY 
Through a series of theatre workshops, staged 
within a regional museum, we focus on 
different aspects of climate action and CO2 
emissions together with a group of young 
citizens. Figure 1 to 3 show aspects of the 
workshops. The group consisted of 30 people 
of diverse culture, sexual orientation and age: 
half of the group were young citizens, the 
other half were researchers, actors and 
museum staff. An important characteristic of 
the group was that it was cross-generational. 
Even though, as researchers, we envisioned 
this balance of adults and young citizens to 
have the potential to be intimidating for the 
young citizens, this turned out to be the 
opposite. All participants shared anxieties, 
which provided a dynamic that opened up a 
dialogical and safe space for communication to 
share feelings and emotions with their peers 
and across generations. 
In order to reflect on the temporality of social 
norms that are negotiated and re-negotiated 
through the way we handle products and 
objects in our everyday life, we introduced 
different objects and tools into the theatre 
arena to explore how our daily life is affecting 
carbon emissions. We invited in objects that 
play an important role in the young citizens’ 
daily life and for the climate (such as mobile 
phones, pieces of clothing), as well as objects 
from the museum’s existing collection to 
facilitate reflection on the temporality of social 
norms in the project (Figure 4). We also 
performed life cycle assessments of daily life 
activities (such as their transport to school, 
holidays and meals) and used those to quantify 
the emissions and support discussions (Figure 
5). In order to make those assessments 
relatable, we used tangible visual 
representations, such as different sized balls 
that each represent different quantities of 
carbon emission (a small ball for one kilogram 
and a yoga ball for one tonne of CO2 
emissions). Those representations could be 
used to, for example, compare two different 
meals (one vegetarian and one with beef) 
(Figure 6). 

 
Figure 2. School break social scenario 

 

Figure 3. “How old is your phone?” discussion line 
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OUTCOME 
From the first workshop, we learnt from the 
young citizens that they feel a strong sense of 
urgency and responsibility. They feel that they 
are the last generation that can make a 
difference to navigate away from planetary 
destruction. During the first workshop, the 
young citizens self-initiated their own 
Snapchat group for their own parallel 
discussions. After the workshop, self-initiated 
positive actions began to be shared in daily 
photos of actions that they were taking in 
response to tackling environmental concerns. 

The following workshops will address needs, 
interests and requests that the young citizens 
highlighted. This includes tools for carbon 
information navigation, more explanation, and 
communication beyond the workshop. During 
the first workshop, researchers felt the 
increased importance that the process 
navigated away from anxiety and channeled 
into positive proactive coping actions that the 
young citizens could undertake. Their 
Snapchat group is a good example of a good 
first step. 

 
 
THE POSTER 
The poster will be co-shaped with the young 
citizens, focusing on this ‘burden’ that they 
experience. We, as researchers feel this is 
important, since the young citizens expressed a 
wish to be listened to and to be involved in the 
climate debate as serious participants. Through 
collage, video and photos they will share 
their worries and fears, as well as their positive 
intentions. The visual language could take 
cues from their communication methods, such 
as Snapchat, and open up the discussion for 
other young citizens to join in their 
conversation. Figure 7 shows examples of 
contributions that came from the young 
citizens as a response to an invitation from the 
project to communicate. Figure 8 shows a 
mock-up of the poster that can be filled with 
content of the young citizens. However, it 
might turn out that they consider other formats 

 
Figure 4. Museum collection objects 

 
Figure 5. CO2 emissions of different foods, flights and 

transport (based on Lifecycle Assessment research, 
Brunklaus et al. 2015) . 

 
Figure 6. Balls as tangible representation of CO2. 

 
 

 
Figure 8. Potential poster layout 
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of the poster more appropriate to convey their 
message. This poster complements a workshop 
proposal that would build on the workshops 
described in this paper.  

REFERENCES  
Brunklaus, B. et al. (2015). Turistens 
klimatpåverkan – modell och beräkningar för 
Västsverige. Department of Energy and 
Environment. Chalmers University of 
Technology. Report no. 2015:16.  
Larsen, H. & Friis, P. (2005). Theatre, 
Improvisation and Social Change. In: P. Shaw 
& Stacey, R, eds. Experiencing Risk, 
Spontaneity and Improvisation in 
Organizational Change. London: Routledge, 
pp. 19–43. 
Larsen, H. & Friis, P. (2018). Improvising in 
Research: Drawing on Theatre Practices. In: P. 
Freytag & Young, L., eds., Collaborative 
Research Design: Working with Business for 
Meaningful Findings. Springer, pp. 341–376. 
Mead, G.H. (1934). Mind, Self and Society. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Myatt, S. & Watt, D. (2012). From Frozen 
Sponges to Plastic Bags: Object Theatre - A 
Developing Network. Puppet Notebook, 22, 
pp. 19–22. 
Ojala, M. (2012). How do children cope with 
global climate change? Coping strategies, 
engagement, and well-being. Journal of  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Environmental Psychology, 32, pp. 225-233-
Pässilä, A.H., Oikarinen, T. & Harmaakorpi, 
V. (2015). Collective voicing as reflexive 
practice. Management Learning,  46(1), pp. 
67–86. 
Rockström, J. et al. (2009). Planetary 
boundaries: exploring the safe operating space 
for humanity. Ecology and society, 14(2). 
Ryöppy, M., Ylirisku, S., & Knutz, E. (2017). 
Exploring Power with Object Theatre. In 
Proceedings of 7th Nordic Design Research 
Conference.  
Schreyögg, G. and Höpfl, H. (2004). Theatre 
and organization: Editorial introduction. 
Organization Studies 25, pp. 691–704. 
Schwarzer, R., and Taubert, S. (2002). 
Tenacious goal pursuits and striving toward 
personal growth: Proactive coping. In: E. 
Frydenberg, ed., Beyond coping: meeting 
goals, visions, and challenges, New York: 
Oxford University, pp.19-35. 
Stacey, R.D., Griffin, D. & Shaw, P. (2000). 
Complexity and Management: Fad or Radical 
Challenge to Systems Thinking? London: 
Routledge.  
Winschiers-Theophilus, H., (2009). Cultural 
appropriation of software design and 
evaluation. In: B. Whitworth, ed.,  Handbook 
of research on socio-technical design and 
social networking systems. IGI Global. 
 
 

Figure 7. Young citizen Snapshots 


