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Innovation Targets

Improve coastal and island climate policies by using improvised theatre in local co-creation
initiatives.

Strengthen networks of small coastal and island communities through climate workshops.

Key Insights

Public understanding of climate change is increasing, but many people still feel powerless,
anxious, and uncertain about how to act.

Small coastal and island communities have unique and valuable perspectives on climate
change, but they are often overlooked in national climate initiatives.

Co-created storytelling combines scientific and local knowledge to facilitate a more complete
and hopeful understanding of climate change.

Incorporating improv and comedy can increase people’s confidence to have conversations
about climate change and identify actions.

Co-created storytelling strengthens agency, solidarity, and collective action by connecting

climate challenges to local identities, landscapes, and livelihoods.




Project Background

95% of Irish people think climate change is happening, and more than 50% think that ‘Irish people are

being harmed right now by climate change'’. Howeuver, effective climate policies require input from
diverse communities, and integrating their local experiences and concerns about climate change
would result in more equitable climate policies with better uptake.

We propose co-created storytelling as a valuable framework for climate policy co-creation, as it
gathers communities to discuss climate change in a way that incorporates local knowledge, humour,
performance, and emotional reflection. This creates an opportunity for collective problem-solving, and
the development of policies reflecting and supported by local communities. It promotes self-efficacy
and empowerment of communities to take climate action.

This briefing draws on findings from We Built This City on Rock and Coal, an improvised climate theatre
project that toured small coastal and island communities in Ireland. Since 2023, scientists and
improvisers have been co-creating performances with local audiences, and imagining climate futures
in accompanying sustainability workshops.

' O’'Mahony, D., Quinlan, C., Cotter, D., Rochford, M. F., Leiserowitz, A. Regan, A. Carman, J., and Rosenthal, S. (2024).
Climate Change in the Irish Mind Wave 2 Report 1. Environmental Protection Agency, Report



Our Policy Recommendations

1.

2.

Facilitate co-created storytelling events as part of local climate and environmental strategies.
Use session outputs as evidence to inform local climate policies and decisions.

Address emotional and social aspects of climate change alongside environmental and
economic aspects in climate policies.

Incorporate rural, small coastal and island community perspectives into national strategies.
Support creative partnerships between scientists, artists, performers, and communities.

Invest in local artists and performers to facilitate community conversations about climate
change.

Research Qverview

Methods

We Built This City on Rock and Coal used improvised theatre methods for climate engagement.

Scientists and performers collaborated with local audiences to create improvised performances based

on audience prompts, followed by sustainability workshops for more focused discussion.

We captured data through surveys, interviews, and group conversations; we analysed them to

identify patterns and themes; and we compared our findings to established research. To date, the

project has toured island, rural, and coastal communities in Ireland, visiting arts centres, community

centres, pubs, parks, and other public spaces.



Results

Community discussions revealed several barriers to climate engagement. Participants felt:

Overwhelmed by the scale and complexity of climate change

Uncertain about which actions would make a meaningful difference

Frustrated by misinformation, political polarisation, and conflicting narratives around who is
responsible for climate action

Overlooked and ignored by national climate conversations that prioritise urban life over rural
life

The co-created storytelling approach resulted in:

Dialogue that gave equal space to scientific, local knowledge and lived experience.
Increased confidence in having conversations about climate change.

Greater optimism about the possibility of action.

Stronger recognition of the value of local knowledge and community-led action; and of

opportunities to engage and act.
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Discussion

We demonstrate that co-created storytelling can help communities create meaning around climate
change that incorporates scientific knowledge, local expertise, and lived experience. Our project
highlights the importance of emotion in climate engagement. Feelings of fear, frustration, anxiety,
hope, and solidarity emerged throughout performances and discussions. By creating space for both
emotional and scientific responses, co-created storytelling can help communities share what works,
and move towards collective action.

Unscripted theatre increases the self-efficacy of improvisers, scientists, and audience members on
climate change, and is a viable method for co-created engagement with societal challenges.? Our
improvised theatre show about climate change in rural and remote communities in Ireland supported
performers to develop agency and transition towards taking pro-environmental actions in their own

lives.3

We propose that arts-based approaches should be considered not simply as communication tools but
as valuable methods for climate policy co-creation, with applications for both rural and urban
communities.

Relevance to Policy-Making

» Local authorities and councils—to improve public participation in environmental planning

= National policy-makers and government—to develop climate strategies that integrate the
concerns and perspectives of small coastal and island communities.

= (limate action groups—to strengthen and diversify community networks and partnerships.

» Arts organisations—to demonstrate the societal importance of funding arts-based climate
initiativess.

= Community organisations—to facilitate local conversations about climate change.

2 C. Murray, G. Kindermann, P. Serrano Bravo, K. Schutte, F. McAuliffe, A. Mathieson, R. Graham, J. Fairfield “Improvised
Theatre for Public Engagement with the Climate Crisis in Rural Irish Communities” Journal of Science Communication 25(2),
A02, 2026.

3 C. Murray, P. Serrano Bravo, G. Kindermann, J. Fairfield “Agents of (Comedic) Change: Co-Creation Through Improv to
Develop Environmental Science Agency” accepted, Journal of Science Communication.

4 Mac Mahon, J., Revez, A., Burke, M., Hogan, P., Nyhan, M.M. (2025). Arts, creative & cultural initiatives for citizen
engagement on climate action: Insights from Ireland's Creative Climate Action Fund, Current Research in Environmental
Sustainability, Volume 9, 100274.
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More information can be found at https://webuiltthiscity.ie
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