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Abstract

Issues of voice and legitimacy render the public debate on climate change a key site for
critical inquiry. Although young people worldwide have tried to make themselves heard
through protest action, their recognition as legitimate political actors remains limited.
Institutions such as the media and schools play a major role in shaping how young
people’s voices are understood and how climate change itself is portrayed. Under these
uneven conditions, strengthening young people’s political agency, especially among those
who are less politically engaged, is vital as they navigate an issue characterised by
complexity, uncertainty and contested responsibility. Drawing on participatory
workshops conducted in two Portuguese cities with 23 young people with varying levels
of engagement with climate politics, this study examines how participants’ proposals to
elevate youth voices in climate debates can inform understandings of contemporary youth
political agency. The analysis is based on creative communicative products developed in
the workshops, field notes and 12 interviews. Political consciousness and agency emerged
against a critique of unequal power distribution, climate injustices, climate
communication and education. Such agency spanned structural and transformative
activism as well as localised community action but often remained limited in its capacity
to challenge dominant power structures. This research suggests that fostering informal
spaces in which young people can share experiences and negotiate diverse positionings
may contribute to strengthening youth political agency. Through their proposals,
workshop participants positioned themselves as agents of change, adopting multiple roles
while advancing alternative communication formats and mobilisation strategies
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Introduction

The worsening of the climate crisis calls for a systemic transformation of currently
dominant practices and structures (Klein 2014). This happens in a context where power
dynamics over who gets to speak, where, and about what, as well as over how
possibilitieso of action are defined, are contested (Boykoff 2011). Therefore, critical
approaches call for the examination of how climate change is discursively con structed
(Carvalho et al. 2021) and how political agency is developed (Maiguashca and Marchetti
2013).

Discursive intervention in the climate change debate is crucial: besides connecting
the issue to everyday life, discourse can challenge dominant narratives, opening space for
alternative political imaginaries and modes of action. Reframing climate change as a
matter of “climate justice”, for example, shifts climate communication from an abstract
language of greenhouse gas emissions to questions of responsibility, inequality and power
(Carvalho 2023). It politicises the uneven distribution of climate impacts and
vulnerabilities, foregrounds historical responsibilities and power disparities both between
the Global North and South, as well as within national borders and, in some strands,
highlights intersecting lines of class, race, gender, age, and territorial location (Reyes and
Carderon 2021; Schlosberg 2007; Taylor 1997; Didgenes-Lima et al. 2023; Kenis and
Lievens 2015). In this sense, voice — plural voice(s) — becomes a means of political agency
that is all the more critical when opportunities for accessing traditional power channels
(e.g., legislation, voting, lobbying) are limited (Mayes 2019).

In the last few years, the landscape of youth climate mobilisation has expanded
significantly, encompassing a spectrum that ranges from institutional and awareness
based groups to more radical, justice-oriented movements (e.g., Fridays for Future,
Extinction Rebellion, Sunrise Movement, etc.). Collectively, these diverse groups have
shed light on the deeply unequal power structures in current societies and on the
emergency of action needed across all sectors (Daniel 2026; Pavenstddt and Rodder 2024;
Scherhaufer et al. 2021; Neas et al. 2022; Herfort et al. 2023). Across these varied
expressions, climate activism can serve as an antidote to the severity of the social and
cultural challenges brought about by climate change — including economic instability,
increased social inequalities, waves of migration, loss of community ties, and negative
impacts on health, etc. (Schwartz et al. 2023). As an antidote, it must include a critical
dimension, one that engages directly with questions of power and politics (Sanchini et al.
2019), such as voice and legitimacy (Santos et al. 2026).

Young people have raised their voices through mobilisation (Eide and Kunelius
2021). Although they are “recognized as an important demographic group by national and
international policymakers,” this recognition “often comes with the expectation that they
conform to existing narratives and predefined terms of involvement” (Rodela and
Roumeliotis 2024, p. 2). As a result, significant barriers persist regarding the extent to
which these groups are acknowledged as "legitimate” political agents.

In the Portuguese context, youth-led climate groups are heterogenous in terms of
political visions. For example, clear distinctions emerge between more transformative,
climate-justice-oriented groups and those aligned with ecological modernisation,
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which strongly emphasise individual entrepreneurship and institutional action (Ferreira
da Silva et al. 2025a). The more transformative faction of the movement has actively
sought to build coalitions with trade unions, teachers, healthcare professionals,
researchers, and parents. Since 2022, school occupations organised by School Strike for
Climate-Lisbon, in collaboration with Climaximo, and in alignment with the global End
Fossil: Occupy! campaign have galvanised secondary school students, mobilizing a
demographic of young people who are ineligible to vote and who actively challenge the
constraints of the formal school curriculum. Nevertheless, structural challenges remain,
particularly with regard to the risk of co-optation by more mainstream groups and the
complete discrediting of groups with alternative imaginaries (Santos et al. 2026).

Conventional media have not created space for substantive discussion of the
concerns and demands of young climate activists, with studies pointing out the risks of
co-optation or tokenism in integrating youth discourses (Santos et al. 2024b, 2026).
School curricula, in turn, also restrict young people’s capacity for political action. If they
are not allowed and/or encouraged to participate in decision-making spaces early on
(Fialho 2025), or if they are led to believe that their entry into society must be gradual —
or delayed until legal adulthood (Trott 2019; Campos 2024) — then simply “having a
voice” may amount to little and coexist with the internalisation of certain preconceptions
regarding young people’s political roles (Didgenes-Lima et al. 2023). Given the lack of
opportunities for young people to develop their political agency, it is crucial to conceive
alternative ways to foster young people’s sense of agency and imagination towards just
climate futures (Ferreira da Silva et al. 2025b). Believing that researchers can have a role
in this process, we developed the #CraftingAction workshops, recruiting both young
members of climate justice movements (henceforth “activists”) and young individuals not
involved in climate collective action. Through this deliberate categorisation, we aimed to
explore how to elevate diverse youth voices in the climate debate. The workshops
encouraged participants to imagine ways to position themselves and enhance their agency
in public spaces through the collective development of creative communicative products.
By doing so, this study addresses key gaps previously identified in the literature on youth
cli mate activism (e.g., Neas et al. 2022).

This paper thus aims to analyse how young people conceive modes of expression
on climate change with the goal of influencing public and political debates. Our analysis
i1s based on participants’ proposals for communicative products, field notes, and 12
interviews conducted after the workshops.

Youth Political Agency and Climate Change

Research shows that opportunities for young people’s political engagement is limited,
often confined to minimal involvement in formal decision-making (Marques da Silva et
al. 2023; United Nations Children’s Fund Innocenti 2024; Thew et al. 2022). When
participation does occur, it is typically restricted to responding to institutional invitations
to engage in community life (cf. Weiss 2020). Young people often
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express scepticism towards traditional political institutions and do not simply accept the
terms of participation that they offer. This tension is vividly illustrated by con temporary
climate justice activism, in which young people frequently act as highly visible
protagonists (Trott 2024). Through their mobilisation, contemporary youth led
movements enact non-conventional modes of political engagement (Bowman and
Germaine 2022).

At the heart of debates on participation and agency lies a fundamental question of
power (Maiguashca and Marchetti 2013; Sanchini et al. 2019). Participation often
involves managed, procedural forms that leave existing power relations largely intact
(e.g., accepting the invitation of the State to participate in a consultation). In contrast,
agonistic theorists such as Mouffe (2000) foreground conflict and the capacity of citizens
to contest hegemonic power and rearticulate democracy as a core dimension of political
participation. Critical scholarship in this tradition stresses the importance of participation
as a process, not just an outcome, directing attention to the pathways through which
democratic change occurs. Such processes require the capacity to navigate and engage
with unequal socio-political structures, hold power holders account able, and envision
alternative futures (Firinci Orman 2022; White et al. 2022).

Political agency is a particularly useful concept for capturing these dynamics as it
is not limited to institutional forms of participation and instead encompasses the non
conventional spaces in which young people more commonly engage. Thus, youth
activism constitutes an illustrative case of political agency, as activism enables young
people to understand and reimagine the socio-political apparatus in which they operate,
to develop critical and technical skills, and to draw on the social and emotional support
provided by the group (Ginsburg and Blanchet-Cohen 2025; Rebelo et al. 2026b).

The concept of political agency thus remains sufficiently flexible to allow
researchers to account for its various expressions within the social contexts and to support
inquiries into how such agency can be fostered among young people (Spencer and Doull
2015; WTFutures 2025). Questions on how to act, with whom, using what tools, and in
which spaces may reveal the possibilities (and limits) of political action and the extent to
which agency can be enacted.

Building on previous studies (Arya and Henn 2023; Neas et al. 2022; Walker
2020), recent research expands understandings of how young people engage with climate
change. Bowman and Starzak (2024) question how youth climate activism is defined,
noting the lack of clear boundaries around what counts as activism or its goals (see also
Bobel 2007; Dunlop et al. 2024; McCalman 2023). Activism can be understood
expansively as “doing something” (Ward 2026), spanning a broad continuum that
connects radical public protest to everyday, community-level, and digital civic practices
that are often indistinguishable from daily life (WTFutures 2025). In this context, simply
asking young people how they position themselves and work with them to foster their
political agency appears crucial (Rebelo et al. 2026b).

Participatory work with young people has yielded results in fostering critical
thinking and dialogue about political issues around climate change (Bentz and Risti¢
Trajkovi¢ 2025; Mayes and Arya 2024).
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Participatory methodologies aiming to stimulate political agency must go beyond
technical understandings of climate change and politicise the debate, thereby encouraging
young people to critically reflect on its social, cultural, and political dimensions. Such
methodologies can promote scientific curiosity and political literacy about social
structures and their consequences, as well as embrace both rational and emotional
interpretations of climate change and the surrounding public debate, making climate
change relevant and meaningful to young people (Doyle 2020; Rebelo et al. 2026b).
Moreover, it is crucial to intersect diverse perspectives and interpretations: bringing
together highly engaged and less active youth can spark productive dialogues and shared
forms of collective action (Bowman and Germaine 2022).

Participatory spaces can thus help young people to articulate positions, connect
with others’ experiences, and strengthen their capacity to act on the climate crisis.
Considering the structural changes required to mitigate and adapt to new climate
scenarios, not all pathways appear sufficient or effective; working with young people on
the political dimensions of climate change and on how they can impact their com munities
seems an important goal to pursue.

Methods and Materials

The #CraftingAction workshops were designed to encourage young people to consider
ways to be more influential — ‘elevating their voices’ — in public debates on climate
change. To ensure diversity among participants, we included young people with varying
levels of involvement in the climate cause and individuals with different socioeconomic
backgrounds (Rebelo et al. 2026a). Each workshop was conducted in two days (eight
hours total), first in Porto (6 and 13 July 2024) and later in Lisbon (20 and 21 September
2024). These two cities have served as important centres of mobilisation in the north and
south of Portugal, even though youth-led groups have been more expressive in Lisbon in
recent years (Carvalho et al. 2022).

Regarding positionality, throughout the process, the research team maintained an
explicit commitment to youth rights and climate justice, ensuring that the workshops were
systematically designed through this critical lens where diverse political visions were
accommodated.

Participants and Recruitment

The workshops involved 23 participants (aged 18-32), including seven participants with
past experiences of youth-led climate activism and 16 recruited from the wider public
who, despite not being involved in collective action, expressed an interest in climate
issues. The former comprised individuals whom the research team knew from previous
research activities, whereas the latter were recruited through snowball sampling (via
social media, youth organisations, and flyers). Beyond the specified


https://doi.org/10.1007/s43151-026-00240-2

The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published and is available in Journal
of Applied Youth Studies, 2026, https://doi.org/10.1007/s43151-026-00240-2

age limitsl, the research team had no control over self-selection. Indeed, some
participants who attended the workshops through general recruitment channels had
previously participated directly in climate activism but were currently in a ‘suspended’
phase of participation (cf. Amna and Ekman 2014).

Participants from Lisbon were slightly older on average than those from Porto
(average 26 vs. 23 years). In Lisbon, more participants were enrolled in higher education,
undergraduate, master’s, or doctoral programs, compared to Porto. Across both cities, the
most common fields of study were within the Social Sciences, including Political Science,
Communication Studies, Psychology, Philosophy, Humanitarian Action, Climate Change,
and Sustainable Development Policies, alongside other areas such as Physiotherapy,
Business Management, and Sports.

In Porto, a public space provided by the municipal government facilitated access
to youth from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, while in Lisbon, a higher education
institution was used to recruit primarily university students (see limitations in the final
section). Voluntary participation was ensured through informed consent. Participants
received certificates and a gift card. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee for
Research in Social Sciences and Humanities at the University of Minho (066/2024).

Design and Structure of the Workshops

The design of the workshops was inspired by multiple resources and projects (Activ ist
Handbook 2023; Imagining2050 2021). The activities were developed with the
collaboration of four researchers in the areas of Education, Geography, Psychology, and
Sociology, alongside youth climate activists. The first author facilitated all activities, with
the support of the third author, who was present at all sessions of the workshops. The
second author assisted in the development of the workshop design. The initial workshop
design was proposed by the researchers and subsequently coproduced with a smaller
group of activists. These individuals were invited to join the co-production team due to
their extensive experience in youth-led groups. In Porto, this preparatory meeting was
held in person, focusing primarily on the duration of the planned activities; during the
session, one of the activists questioned the selection of the introductory video intended as
a discussion prompt, suggesting instead a narrative that the research team felt was too
tragic and potentially counterproductive for stimulating constructive dialogue. During the
online meeting with the Lisbon-based activists, the participants broadly endorsed the
proposed agenda. While one activist questioned the broader efficacy of such workshops
in mobilizing young people, they

1We restricted recruitment to participants aged 18 and over to facilitate the distribution of a monetary gift card; tight
timelines also precluded the inclusion of minors, which would have required parental consent and additional ethical
clearance. Whilst this sample parameter may be considered a limitation, it arguably mitigated the disparity in social
experiences among the young participants. Given that lived experiences could vary, the workshops’ limited timeframe
would not have permitted a sufficiently deep engagement with such diverse realities. The recruitment call set an upper
age limit of 30, conceptualising ‘youth’ expansively to include students as well as individuals experiencing a protracted
transition into “waithood” due to socio-economic constraints (Trott 2024; Bowman and Starzak 2024). Notwithstanding
these age parameters, an exception was made for a 32-year-old activist given her involvement in a key youth-led group,
making her perspective crucial to the scope of the workshops.
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were ultimately unavailable to attend the main activities. Beyond these design-related
discussions, the meetings established the activists’ roles as workshop co-facilitators,
responsible for guiding the subsequent critical discussions.

The workshops began with a human bingo icebreaker, where participants,
including researchers, mingled to answer some prompts. This was followed by a
viewing of the short video The Story of Change (2012), sparking a discussion on why
citizens, not consumers, drive social transformation. After a brief debate on the political
dimensions of climate change, in each workshop participants worked in three small
groups (4-5 participants, including an activist as facilitator).

First, they created mental maps to identify a chosen climate-related problem, its
causes, and key social agents, followed by "‘power maps" to locate who is responsible
for creating the problem, who has the power to address it but is not acting, and who is
actively working towards solutions, along with the interests and resources of these
agents. A collective map, then, revealed that similar agents recur across issues,
prompting reflection on participants’ own roles within these dynamics. Finally, groups
designed communicative products addressing the question: How can we elevate the
voices of young people in the climate change debate?

To support the creative process, materials such as zines, activist pamphlets, and
alternative media were provided for collage-making. The presentation of each group’s
proposal was audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed to be analysed, together with
the written content of the proposals. The resulting communicative products were later
compiled into a brochure and shared with participants (Santos et al. 2024a; SHiFT
2024).

Observation and Interviews

During the workshops, the team carried out participant observation, with one researcher
per group taking field notes while the first author facilitated all activities. Field notes were
used to capture group dynamics: arguments mobilised, interactions between participants
(especially between activists and young individuals not involved in climate collective
action), and the creative process that led to communicative products. After the workshops,
these notes were shared, organised and compared.

Following the workshops, 12 online individual interviews (six per city) were
conducted via Zoom with some young participants not involved in climate collective
action. These participants provided insights into the barriers to engagement, emerging or
latent perceptions of political agency, and how they interpreted interactions with activists
— dimensions that may be overlooked when focusing on already engaged youth.

Analysis

The analysis began with a reconstruction of each workshop group’s trajectory: from the
identification of a climate-related problem to the development of a creative
communicative output. Thus, we were able to examine participants’ arguments, proposals
and interactions. The communicative outputs of the workshops are central to our analysis,
as they crystallise participants’ political imaginaries of action. Field notes
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and interviews complement these materials by capturing the discursive constructions of
political agency vis-a-vis climate change.

Inspired by reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2021), we identified
recurring issues that structured the discussions and became embedded in the
communicative products. The goal was to examine how political agency expands and/or
is constrained: who is attributed agency, what counts as political agency in the context of
climate change, and how agency is negotiated or contested. This interpretive process was
iterative and informed by ongoing engagement with conceptual debates on youth political
agency (Firinci Orman 2022; White et al. 2022).

The following section focuses on the communication proposals created by
participants during the workshop. We then examine two interrelated dimensions: the
background conditions and constraints of political agency (Sect. 4) and openings for the
emergence of youth political agency (Sect. 5).

Young People’s Proposals for Elevating Their Voices in the Climate Change Debate

In this section, six communicative products will be presented (three from each city),
illustrating each group’s creative process. The titles of the sub-sections reflect the
discussion path — from the problem to the proposal/product.

A. From the Lack of Information on Climate Change to the Newspaper Against
Drought/Boredom

The “Jornal Contra a Seca” newspaper project emerged as a youth-led counter-
information platform to tackle the perceived lack of accessible, engaging, and trustworthy
communication on climate change. It aimed to produce and share content relevant to
young people’s everyday lives, strengthening local community ties while transforming
disengagement and apathy into motivation. The Portuguese word “seca” in the title carries
a clever dual meaning, referring to drought and, metaphorically, to bore dom. To launch
the newspaper, the group created a campaign with a zine and video. The zine tells the
story of a young woman who discovers a protest happening in her street, interviews a
protester, and shares her report online (Image 12). This narrative was inspired by a
member of the group, Maria, who had stated that climate change was “boring”, referring
to the way the issue is communicated in traditional media. The video portrays this
encounter, with Carlos (activist) using it to raise awareness about lithium mining in Covas
do Barroso, northern Portugal.

The political nature of the Newspaper lies in its attempt to democratise climate
communication and reclaim the power of narrative as a tool for political engagement. By
challenging elitist scientific language, opaque media coverage, and the complicity of
politicians and corporate interests, the proposal positions young people as active

2This image, and those that follow, are excerpts from the brochure produced to showcase all the communicative
products. The brochure can be consulted in both Portuguese and English (Santos et al. 2024a; SHiFT 2024).
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Natural Disaster on TV “This is boring...”

“Something is happening “We’re here against
outside my window” the drought”

Image 1 Newspaper against drought/boredom, an excerpt of the zin

agents capable of questioning dominant power structures that silence or distort the climate
crisis. Although the Newspaper was not put into practice, the exercise served to explore
real possibilities for intervention, enabling young people to explore agency as knowledge
brokers and producers (Ferreira da Silva and Carvalho 2025).
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B. From Pollution to the “Voices of the Future” Manifesto

The Manifesto addressed pollution as a visible and everyday cause of environmental
change. While critical of governments and corporations for privileging bureaucracy and
profit over sustainability, the group emphasised community-based solutions, unity, and
mutual care as pathways to counter fragmentation. Their Manifesto advocated expanding
assemblies, building community networks, and securing resources for grassroots
initiatives, while also using practical strategies of contestation (Image 2). Their clearest
demand was that young people should take part in carrying out the actions decided in
municipal assemblies: “Let us create networks of community support and take control of
the means that allow us to solve our problems.” (from the Manifesto).

Although the group drew on existing political formats rather than inventing new
ones, this choice highlights both the barriers young people face in accessing decision
making spaces and their demand for assemblies to shift from consultative to participatory
structures with real influence (Marques da Silva et al. 2023; United Nations Children’s
Fund Innocenti 2024; Thew et al. 2022).

“Cooperative
ways of
thinking and
acting”

“The necessity of
transforming the energy
system is consensual. The
same cannot be said for
the paths to make this
trasition.”

“When the ecological state is
established, we arebound by
scientific and legal determinations,
we set aside our own socialization
with nature, we set aside what we L
are with the place and the territory. ‘ ¥

Image 2 “Voices of the Future” Manifesto, front page
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C. From Floods in Brazil to Over the Waters

In addressing the issue of flooding in Brazil, Over the Waters is a storyboard designed for
a TikTok post aimed at young audiences. Its goal is to raise awareness about the
increasingly frequent and severe floods due to climate change, combining a systemic
analysis of the structural and complex causes of floods — “it is complicated to know who
is pulling the strings” (Madalena, during the workshop), — with creative communication
strategies. This work was inspired by the floods in Rio Grande do Sul (Brazil) in 2024.
The planned video (narration script in Image 3) emphasises the emotional catastrophic
experience of a young woman who lost her community ties and her adulthood dreams
during a series of floods, as a strategy to foster empathy and to spark political interest and
engagement.

Anchored in real events in Brazil, this narrative exposes the unequal impacts of
climate change in the Global South, connecting environmental collapse to issues of
inequality, housing, and access to opportunities. To turn awareness into action, the group
envisioned a youth-led assembly supported by the State, guided by the question “We save
lives — but what do we do with those lives afterward?”, as a participatory space for
dialogue and proposal-making. They imagined a scenario in which the government agreed
to convene such an assembly, acknowledging its difficulty and cost, thereby they exercise
a sense of “perceived control” (Zimmerman 1995) beyond immediate practical limits.

D. From Wildfires to the “Get Out” Campaign

The group addressing wildfires in Portugal put forth a critically engaged and politically
informed approach that combines systemic analysis with creative communication. They
identified structural drivers of wildfires while highlighting the media’s role in spreading
panic and disinformation. The work was inspired by the wave of wildfires in Portugal in
2024, which approached the scale of the devastating wildfires of 2017 (Agéncia Lusa
2025). Beyond the direct environmental impacts, the participants emphasised the
psychological dimensions of climate change, particularly eco-anxiety, which can lead to
either paralysis or rage. This anxiety is exacerbated by a political context in which the far
right is gaining ground by capitalising on fear and frustration (Jones 2025), representing,
in the group’s view, a real threat to both democracy and climate action.

As communication about climate change emerged as a central topic in the group’s
discussion, as well as the limitations young people face in accessing knowledge, the
choice of a communicative product was made accordingly. “Get Out” (Image 4) was
created as an Instagram carousel designed to attract a specific group of young people
(“alienated” youth, as Tomas, activist, put it) to the issue of wildfires. Using xenophobic
discourse as clickbait, this project seeks to redirect fear and anger towards private
corporations that exploit eucalyptus plantations and related products, which should be
held accountable for increasing wildfire risk. At the end of the carousel, the group
presented transformative social and environmental measures to address worsening forest
fires, advocating for sustainable agriculture, stronger grassroots and community
movements, and a shift from profit-driven priorities to protection of people and nature.

11
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A letter from the future

You wouldn’t believe the turns life has taken. Looking back, it’s hard to imagine
all that we were forced to leave behind when the floods turned our city into a
sea of shattered memories.

I still vividly remember the first time the water rose quickly and relentlessly
amid our despair. Not knowing what to do or where to go, we saved ourselves,
although not everyone managed to. It was an experience that deeply marked
us, something I will never forget. The days that followed were long and full of
worry. We had to rebuild our lives in a city scarred by destruction. For a long
time, there was no road, no school, no solution. My future became more distant,
postponing my diploma, my opportunities, my plans. Little did I know they
would never come...

Gradually, with much effort and resilience, we began to build a new life, but
unwilling to believe the forecasts, we closed our eyes to the problem, which,
unresolved, invited another disaster.

The second time, we knew how to act, which saved lives - but what life was left
for us? Every floating piece of furniture, every ruined photo was a part of our
history dissolving in the current.

With the new flood and other forecasts, we left our city, disintegrating our
community.

Today, looking back at everything that happened, I feel that we could have
changed the course of history. I hope this letter still finds you well and arrives
in time to alert you to the need for your active participation, because only then
a promising path would be possible.

With all my affection, (Your) The Future

Image 3 Over the waters, narration script

The proposal demonstrates that young people can exercise agency by challenging
structural violence through the creation of new narratives, particularly by employing
sarcasm as a tool for collective action. At the same time, the group recognised the
limitations of contemporary activism and reflected on their own echo chambers. As
Tomas (activist) noted in the presentation of the communicative product: “this is a self-
analysis of how the Left has also failed (...) how it has been unable to communicate

12
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with people, and a self-critique that we need to work on ourselves”. During the interview,
Renato (previously involved in activism), from the same group, highlighted the
importance of looking into propaganda, emotional language, and digital media as
potentially more effective tools for youth mobilisation.

E. From Consumerism to Unite and Build Rather than Divide and Dismiss

The group’s proposal examined climate action through the lens of consumerism,
integrating viewpoints that ranged from anti-capitalist critiques to pragmatic, system-
compatible positions. This ideological breadth occasionally sparked a very emotionally
charged confrontation, most notably when Vasco, a self-styled ‘capitalist’, rejected his
peers’ accusation that he was pursuing ‘old politics’. However, instead of derailing the
workshop, this conflict was transformed into a creative opportunity. One of the
researchers introduced a collective emotional exercise to mediate the tension. This
intervention demonstrated that climate crisis dialogue is deeply intertwined with
emotional experiences, which actively shape political engagement. Ultimately, the
episode underscored the necessity of establishing safe spaces in participatory research —
not to eliminate conflict, but to channel it constructively. Through diverse artistic pieces,
the group embodied the creative idea of a “clothesline” where differ ent viewpoints
coexist (Image 5).

Elena’s comic strip reflected on the limitations that ideologically closed dialogues
impose on the construction of alternative futures. It introduced a speculative “what if...”
scenario in which hostile exchanges, marked by labels such as “fascist,” “go away,” and

“capitalist”, are transformed into open, inquisitive dialogue, with questions

Image 5 Unite and build rather than divide and dismiss
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like “what if we talked about...?”, “how do you know?”, or “what if I showed you these
studies?”.

Vasco’s text aimed to stimulate discussion about the human condition in relation
to the planet, calling for all young people to join forces (“The fight is necessary — not
against one another, but with one another”), even if they have different political views.
In Vasco’s appeal, young people are given the role of “strong and courageous”

mobilisers “to listen, “to empathise”, “to mediate”, “to bring people together”, and “to
negotiate” in the short time.

In turn, Elisa (activist) views conflict as constructive, depicting it through a
patch work quilt that symbolises unity in diversity. She argues that solving the climate
crisis requires collaboration across different ideologies combining various social and
economic approaches (“all coming together in pursuit of a solution to the climate
crisis”) rather than attempting to overturn the entire capitalist system.

The group’s experience demonstrated how active facilitation can shift debate
from antagonism towards an agonistic dialogue, preventing ideological clashes from
evolving into polarised disengagement, and instead channelling disagreement through
creative work that emphasises empathy, listening, negotiation, and diverse perspectives
(Moutffe 2000).

F. From Global Temperature Rise to The Letter from the Future 2050

This group’s proposal addresses global temperature rise through a systemic analysis that
links ecological, social, and political factors. Their Letter from the Future 2050
highlighted the systemic nature of the problem, implicating governments, corporations,
citizens, media, and economic elites as responsible collective agents. They acknowledged
eco-anxiety and the paralyzing effects of alarmist discourse, which motivated a
purposeful communicative response: the construction of a positive vision of the future.

The Letter was video recorded in an improvised television studio setting. The
anchor interrupts the broadcast to receive the letter coming from the future; then there is
a cut, and two young women appear and read it (Image 6). The letter presents a positive
techno-based proposal (e.g., treadmills in gyms that generate energy to power themselves;
no fast fashion; no food waste, etc.). It also accounts for what made this scenario possible,
namely, a series of collective processes, including the creation of climate activism hubs
in universities, which became a “trend” (“tendéncia” in Portuguese; Flavia). Climate
action is framed as something “sexy” (Isabel, activist) and “cool” (Flavia), reflecting a
deliberate effort to make activism an aspirational social value. Another key moment was
the election of more environmentally ambitious representatives, driven by the
dissemination of a voting guide offering pro-environment guidelines for informed
candidate choices.

The choice of a simulated news broadcast as their final product demonstrates
awareness of the continuing importance of mass media platforms and includes an implicit
critique of how media frame climate change. After they presented the project to the other
groups, the idea of creating a petition urging the media to report positive environmental
news emerged in the joint discussion.
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Anchor: Good afternoon, the Morning News is now on air. I am Filipa Rosa,
and I will be with you until & PM.

In today’s edition, we will talk about the week’s highlights in the economy—
the rise in fuel and olive oil prices, the preparations for next year’s election
campaigns, and of course, we’ll discuss the football results, including three
goals by Cristiano Ronaldo.

So let’s start with olive oil. Once again, the price is going up.

Wait, excuse me, are we live? Folks, sorry, we have a message here. Well, dear
viewers, it seems this week’s highlight has changed. I have here in my hands
something that will surprise everyone. It’s a letter coming directly from the year
2100 and is addressed to young people. And as incredible as it may seem, we
are live with the authors of the letters. Mrs. Carla and Mrs. Francisca, welcome.

[

Francisca: Dear young human beings of 2024, I am Francisca Sousa, and I come
from the year 2100, where Earth is at peace. This is just one of the many possible
futures available to you. Today, 100% of our energy production is clean and
renewable, which means it does not emit polluting gases into the atmosphere.
We've been living this way since 2068, with this transformation being gradual

Image 6 The Letter from the future 2050, an excerpt of the news broadcast

All communicative products create spaces for political positioning on climate
related issues and enable diverse modes of engagement aimed at influencing public and
political debates. The various proposals thus unpack both the conditions and constraints
of political agency (Sect. 4), and the processes through which those constraints can be
mitigated (Sect. 5). They also shed light on young people’s views on who holds political
agency and the forms it can take in the context of climate action.
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Background Conditions and Constraints of Political Agency

This section explores four themes that are central to the analysis: unequal power
distribution, climate justice concerns, communication and media challenges, and cli mate
education shortcomings. These themes underpin the uneven capacities of young people
to engage politically and to exert influence within climate-related decision-making
processes.

Unequal power distribution functioned as the main interpretive framework
through which participants understood the climate-related problems raised across the
workshops. This became evident in the way participants could readily identify those
responsible for producing these problems yet struggled to name who was working to
address them. Such contrasts made power asymmetries particularly visible and help
explain the difficulties young people face in raising awareness and mobilizing around
climate issues. During the Porto workshop, Paula, one of the activists, remarked, “We
don’t have resources” (with the ‘we’ referring to activists) while Elsa added, “I’d like to
be involved, but I don’t have the courage to do activism,” to which Paula responded, “It
steals your life” (field notes). Participants also pointed to structural constraints such as
lack of time, insufficient funding for investigative journalism, and limited financial
support for scientific research capable of strengthening scientific and media literacy.
These limitations were framed as the result of broader economic and political interests
shaping how resources are allocated. As Carlos, an activist, noted during the workshop,
“Investors want to keep things hidden, presenting everything as calm and controlled”.

Power imbalances were reflected in the broad social injustices associated with
problems that participants pointed out — pollution, consumerism, floods, wildfires, lack
of information, and the increase in global average temperature —, but with a particular
focus on young people’s experiences (Trott 2024). The “Over the Water” proposal, for
instance, reframed climate justice as both a political and generational concern,
emphasizing how flooding disrupts community ties and forecloses young people’s futures
(“My future drifted farther away, postponing my degree, my opportunities, my plans”).
Similarly, “Get Out” articulates an alternative vision grounded in ecological and social
injustice, suggesting that political responses must prioritise community cohesion and
local autonomy over reliance on centralised institutions. The project explicitly targets
injustices towards young people, seeking to increase their awareness of manipulative
discourses on social media that offer misleading “solutions” and obscure real, structural
problems.

Taken together, the communicative products developed in the workshops express
climate justice as a lived and collective practice of reflection and of critique of multi scale
power imbalances. They also express a claim for more control of social and political
processes. Participants praised the transformative role of proximity relations and local
networking, valuing everyday practices such as “talking to each other,” “offering lettuce,”
or “bringing people together”. Through these gestures young people
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strive to “recover the notion of community” in their communities (cf. “practical
stewardship”, McCalman 2023). Viewing climate change through the lens of justice thus
renders it more tangible in everyday life and opens pathways for meaningful action
(Fernandes-Jesus et al. 2025).

Across the workshops, participants also approached these issues through a
communication lens. They argued that the way they are discussed — in traditional media,
on social media, and in schools — often limits a fuller understanding of its impacts and the
distribution of responsibility thereby constraining more informed political engagement.
Both in form and content, young people (and especially activists) stressed how prevailing
modes of climate change communication shape what can and cannot be done about it.

Participants argued that traditional, rational and didactic communication formats
fail to mobilise audiences, particularly younger generations who tend to be more
responsive to emotional narratives, including those circulated by far-right movements.
They condemned media-driven sensationalism and alarmism for fostering fear and apathy
rather than transformative engagement, producing what some described as a “culture of
shock and apathy” (Tomds, activist) that alternates between catastrophic imagery and
consumerist distractions without offering concrete alternatives or pathways for action.

Climate change communication was described as superficial and emotionally
paralyzing. Participants noted its reliance on simplistic binaries (e.g., good/evil,
activist/sceptic) that impoverish the debate while obscuring the accountability of major
agents such as corporations, investors, and politicians. According to participants, these
communicative practices not only weaken political engagement but also enable practices
of greenwashing, for instance.

Participants criticised the disconnect between mainstream climate discourse and
lived realities. Dominant narratives often ignore social, territorial, and economic
inequalities. Against this backdrop, the “Newspaper Against Drought/Boredom”
connected local injustices — such as the harmful effects of planned lithium mining in
Barroso, northern Portugal — to global debates on climate justice. Participants further
argued that an excessive reliance on scientific and legal jargon renders climate
communication elitist, inaccessible, and disengaging for the general public.

Climate education was similarly criticised for being overly formal, and
insufficiently integrated into daily school life, excluding experiential and action-oriented
dimensions. In the “Get Out” group, Renato pointed to an “outdated, consumerism-
oriented education”, while Helena challenged the focus on individual behavioural change:
“Using a tote bag, riding a bike... the problem is much more serious” (field notes). Elsa
reflected on her schooling experience: “Do you think that school education has become
too bureaucratic, or do you think they simply don’t go in depth? I remember in
environmental studies they cover the topic, but they don’t explore it further. It’s just about
delivering what’s written.” (field notes). Although these participants had moved beyond
compulsory schooling — either into university (Renato, 23, an undergraduate; Helena, 28,
a master’s student) or into early professional life (Elsa, 20, employed after completing
compulsory education) — their critique of their school experience remained a foundational
reference for their current political imaginaries. Their retrospective accounts align with
the Portuguese climate education context,
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in which climate education remains predominantly normative, prioritising scientific
knowledge transfer and individualizing forms of environmental citizenship over critical
systemic analysis (Gladcheff et al. 2024; Fialho 2025; Guerra et al. 2023).

Participants also highlighted the need for more inclusive and participatory media
formats. While television coverage was viewed as passive and detached, platforms like
TikTok were seen as enabling of debate (e.g., “Over the Water”). At the same time, social
media occupied an ambiguous position. On the one hand, they provide visibility,
awareness, and inspiration, offering entry points into climate activism through daily
practices such as following activist accounts, signing petitions, or sharing content (forms
of engagement frequently mentioned by participants not involved in collective climate
action, in interviews). On the other hand, social media were seen as toxic, fostering
consumerist pressures, misinformation, anxiety, and even withdrawal, as some youth
deactivate accounts to cope with its negative effects. For instance, during a workshop,
Vasco commented, “I’m tired of manipulation, I'm fed up and I left social media. Do you
also recognise social networks as a form of capitalism?”; Elisa (an activist) added that the
nature of social media content produces anxiety, “because it’s purely influencers selling
things”. Vasco nevertheless acknowledged that leaving social media was difficult
“because we’re excluded from everyday conversations”.

By and large, participants advocated for modes of communication that foreground
the systemic drivers of climate change — such as corporate practices, agribusiness, and
global policies — while fostering collective engagement and visions of desirable futures
rooted in climate justice.

Openings for the Emergence of Youth Political Agency

This section explores the relational processes through which political agency or, at least
political consciousness, emerges among participants: as a collective process, in which a
shared youth identity enables collective meaning-making while accommodating
differentiated roles; ongoing negotiation between global climate challenges and young
people’s individual experiences; an exchange of knowledge and experiences, capable of
generating learning and sustaining engagement over time.

One way to understand youth political agency is by identifying to whom young
people attribute agency — that is, not only those perceived as responsible for social and
environmental issues, but also those who are perceived as capable of challenging
dominant powers. Participants’ attribution of agency evolved as they engaged in the
workshop. In the initial activities, participants struggled to identify agents actively
working towards just solutions, even when they could clearly name those responsible for
causing problems and those with the power to act. However, during the proposal
development phase — where participants could address any of the social actors identified
in the initial mapping (e.g., governments, industries, etc.) — they consistently positioned
themselves at the centre of collective action (Trott 2024). Across proposals, participants
articulated a shared youth identity as a political agent in cli mate action, occupying
differentiated roles: as producers and critical consumers of knowledge (“Get Out”,
“Newspaper Against Drought/Boredom”); as local mobilisers
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(“Over the Water”, “The Letter from the Future 2050”); as co-constructors of
participatory democracy (“Voices of the Future”); and as empathetic negotiators across
ideological divides (“Unite and Build rather than Divide and Dismiss”). Interactions
between participants during the workshops and interviews revealed both individual and
collective efforts with varying contours. Participants less involved in climate activism
tended to frame agency primarily through personal lifestyle changes, such as adopting
plant-based diets, avoiding fast fashion, or shifting from car use to bicycles and public
transportation, which they understood as environmentally motivated acts of responsibility
and empathy, often inspired by documentaries and social media content. This
individualised framing by less-engaged youth emphasised practices of consumption,
which may be related to their less politicised understanding of cli mate change (de Moor
and Verhaegen 2020). This was something that the team had anticipated, which is why
we began the workshop with a video that explores the idea of citizens as consumers: “why
citizens (not shoppers) hold the key to a better world?” (Leonard 2012). Subsequent
activities, which were moderated by activists, helped in expanding the horizons of
political agency by collectively reflecting about mobilisation and exercising influence,
via e.g. demonstrations, leaflets and organised activism.

Political agency emerged and was shaped through the confrontation of collective
ideas and personal experiences. In Porto, for instance, a highly productive discussion
emerged focusing on institutions such as municipalities and parish councils, promoted by
participants working in community projects. Ana, Elsa, and Clara, stood out because they
are deeply embedded in their local community contexts. They possess an intimate
understanding of everyday social dynamics, such as the precarious circumstances faced
by children involved in neighbourhood projects and the political practices of local
municipalities that can constrain the development of community action (Rebelo et al.
2026a, b). In this case, we saw political agency being discussed among participants with
similar social experiences, highlighting the importance of situated knowledge in political
engagement.

The workshops provided a space for dialogue between activists and young
participants not involved in climate collective action, offering further insight into how
political agency is constructed. Positive interpersonal dynamics often translated into what
could be described as pedagogical moments, in which debate and confrontation fostered
critical awareness while allowing empathy and recognition of social constraints (cf.
McGregor and Christie 2021; Verlie and Flynn 2022). In the “Newspaper Against
Drought/Boredom group”, Carlos (activist) acted as a catalyst for critical reflection,
challenging Maria and Raquel with provocative questions (“And even then you don’t
want to look for information?”’). Although his tone was at times confrontational, the
exchange was marked by listening and empathy — especially when Carlos acknowledged
Raquel’s arguments about limitations on engagement with climate action, such as job
precariousness, daily exhaustion, and lack of time: “the concern is about making a living
and holding a job (sometimes multiple jobs) instead... if my mother gets home late, she
doesn’t have time to watch the news”. During the interviews, participants such as Ana
and Clara (from Porto) described activists as “those who know”, highlighting their
capacity to guide discussions, share knowledge, and build group confidence. The
workshops also helped to demystify
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preconceptions on climate activism, allowing to see it as legitimate, informed, and
peaceful. Ana noted that “we were always told that being an activist had more negative
than positive aspects”, which changed because of the conversations she had with Paula
and Luisa (activists). Maria, in turn, recognised activists’ value — “I sort of understood
why they [activists] do it” — and considered contributing in other ways, such as
“researching information.” (cf. Pontes et al. 2018). From a more critical point of view,
Raquel described her approach as gradual and institutional, “more reformist than
revolutionary.” She valued activism as “identity-based, beautiful, and comforting,” but
warned that it can foster isolation within social or discursive silos, limiting dialogue with
dissenting voices (cf. Bobel 2007).

Finally, the workshops made visible the growing importance of communicative
and argumentative skills within contemporary action repertoires. The activists were
praised by young participants not involved in climate collective action for their ability to
communicate their messages effectively; at the same time, among the activists
themselves, there was a shared sense of the need to reflect on how this communication
should be adapted for a general audience to be more influential.

Overall, political agency emerged as a dynamic process shaped through the
confrontation of perspectives (more or less engaged; systemic vs. reformist), entailing
practices of listening, reflection, learning, and political positioning in relation to social
problems. These projects illustrate how young people are not only affected by climate
change but are actively shaping responses through creative and collective approaches.

Final Reflections

The workshops offered several insights into how young people exercise political agency
regarding climate change. During the activities, participants identified a range of social
actors involved in the problems that they raised, often recognising that the same actors
are implicated across multiple issues. Despite this awareness, many participants struggled
to perceive themselves as political agents capable of acting and exerting influence.
Nonetheless, the creation of communicative products allowed young people participating
in the workshops to assume control over the narrative. The workshops revealed a clear
awareness of unequal power differences that con strain young people’s response to the
climate crisis (Doyle 2020). They also fostered discussion of intergenerational
responsibility on environmental issues and prompted critiques of how climate change is
communicated in different settings (e.g., conventional media, social media and schools).

Some groups reimagined existing initiatives with new contours (e.g., public
assemblies or newspapers), while others proposed novel dynamics (e.g., activist hubs in
universities). The proposals combined structural and transformative activism and
localised community action but often remained limited in their capacity to challenge
dominant power structures: some of the communicative proposals reflect a techno
optimism future, largely detached from considerations of the distribution of risks and
costs of such technological advancements (e.g., “The Letter from the Future 20507).
Other discourses articulate a more reformist vision of society, raising questions about
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the possibility of systemic and just transformations (e.g., “Unite and Build rather than
Divide and Dismiss”); among young people less engaged with climate change, a lack of
broader political knowledge was evident, particularly in relation to global political
dynamics. This was reflected in frequent references to individual ‘“sustainable”
behaviours during the workshop discussions and in the interviews.

A notable feature of the workshops was a strong sense of solidarity. This
atmosphere combined light-hearted, collaborative moments during the organisation and
design of the communicative outputs (e.g., broadcast) with episodes of sharp social
critique, in which participants drew on sarcasm and irony to produce social satire (e.g.,
“Get Out”). These stylistic and rhetorical strategies (Hee et al. 2022), together with the
joyful atmosphere often fostered by participatory approaches (Bentz and Risti¢ Trajkovié¢
2025; Doyle 2020), are well documented in the literature and should be understood as
integral to the emotional dynamics shaping youth climate discourse.

Participants expressed a desire to communicate with (those who are unaware of
climate issues) and among young people (between activists, for instance), to change
everyday practices, create more spaces for dialogue, and restore community ties. The
workshops illustrate that political agency is collectively negotiated and dependent on
engagement with diverse political imaginaries (Ferreira da Silva et al. 2025a; Gins burg
and Blanchet-Cohen 2025; Pontes et al. 2018; Rebelo et al. 2026b).

The #CraftingAction workshops functioned as a space in which many participants
engaged in taking political stances, challenging stereotypes, and confronting differing
ideological positions within a safe environment. For those who were politically engaged,
in particular, the workshops provided an entry point to recognise the inherently political
nature of climate change and for an initial political positioning. In this moment of political
consciousness-raising, participants began to reconfigure their relationship to themselves
by occupying emerging subject positions as political agents in relation to climate issues
and laying the groundwork for political agency (a more concerted orientation towards
action).

These workshops highlighted the necessity of integrating local knowledge,
emotional experiences, and empathetic dialogue into youth engagement research. The
value of this approach was explicitly echoed by participants during interviews, who
stressed the need for such spaces to be more widely available. Consequently, future
research must continue to explore these dynamics, offering pathways of hope via
initiatives rooted in localised communities, which is where young people ultimately can
wield the greatest influence.

While highly rewarding, the practical implementation of these workshops
presented significant methodological challenges. Recruitment proved difficult: the Porto
workshop took place in July, when many young people were on holiday or working, while
the Lisbon workshop, held in early September, coincided with the start of the academic
year. These timing constraints also limited socioeconomic diversity, particularly in Porto.
Moreover, 17 of the 23 participants were women. While this is a pattern consistent with
gendered trends in climate engagement (Ginsburg and Blanchet-Cohen 2025), greater
gender balance would have been desirable. Participant retention was another challenge.
In Porto, spacing sessions over two weekends resulted in some dropouts and new arrivals,
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necessitating group readjustments. To prevent this, the Lisbon’s workshop was condensed
into two consecutive days. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the monetary
compensation provided for the time dedicated to the workshops may have attracted
individuals who did not necessarily have a keen interest in the subject matter, but for
whom the monetary value of the voucher was appealing. Nonetheless, all participants
engaged with the theme during the workshops. Finally, the time available for completing
the group projects was felt as short by several participants.

Overall, the workshops appear to have disrupted habitual ways of thinking and
encouraged more holistic and critical thinking about the political, cultural, emotional, and
affective dimensions of climate change, while also sparking a desire to act. Such
participatory approaches enable the envisioning of new terrains of action at multiple
levels. Experimental and localised practices of community care and attentiveness may
operate as spaces of resistance, capable of negotiating institutional pressures and
cultivating counter-hegemonic visions (WTFutures 2025). Moreover, it was also evident
that some participants are willing to engage with macro-social factors that shape dominant
discourses and practices.
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