
Concept Note: the climate-changing conversations project 
 
The science is not open to dispute. The climate is changing, and we can see it and feel it. It is driven by 
production and consumption of fossil fuels, infrastructure, and “food”.  The climate crisis is local and 
global.   
 
November 2015 was one of the hottest months, 2015 the hottest year on record since the 19th C, and 
full of extraordinary weather events, everywhere. The year 2016 is projected to be the hottest ever. In 
addition to rising average surface temperatures, we see more extreme weather events from drought, to 
flooding to a balmy arctic. We face loss of biodiversity and threats to food production, agricultural 
systems, and new disease threats. Emissions from fossil fuel consumption, as well as large-scale 
agriculture, permafrost thawing, and tropical deforestation are difficult to reduce quickly—
infrastructure, behavior, policy barriers.  
 
US politicians and elected leaders have been denying the science, downplaying the impacts, and 
avoiding policy action, which is ridiculous and a waste of time. The Paris agreement renews hope, and 
is a turning point, but it is not binding, it leaves out many people and places, and might not (probably 
will not) be enough. There is much work to be done: grassroots action, implement the changes to 
reduce emissions, sequester carbon, to adapt and prepare. 
 
What can be done?  We need dramatically reduce emissions of greenhouse gases, and lock up carbon 
in soil and trees. To do that: We need to transform our extractivist economy built on mass-consuming 
and throwaway behaviors. We also need to deal with the reality of impacts. The impacts are 
experienced differentially by coastal, island, poor, minority, indigenous, and other disenfranchised 
communities. We need to address those inequities.  We have to work around science-denying 
politicians. The landmark Paris agreement is good news, and it requires follow-up and grass-roots 
action. 
 
What is our theory of change?  
This pilot project seeks to spark real conversations that will lead to action. This means we seek open 
channels of communication, among engaged and willing participants who listen, learn together and 
construct new meaning from the conversation, which then lead us to do something together.  

• Real conversations can help bridge divides --of geography, generations, power, wealth—that 
shape differential vulnerability to impacts of the changing global climate.  

• Real conversations can lead to meaningful, creative citizen-led action guided by ethics and 
empathy.  

• Through meaningful conversations, we can strengthen existing networks and build larger global 
connections to support our transition. 

 
We will guide discussion and story-telling around ethics and empathy. An ethical imperative can guide 
us to act rationally or based on principles: Accepting the science and seeing the evidence in front of us, 
we ask: What should we do? What is the right thing to do? Why? What principles guide us? 
Utilitarianism, human rights, the Judeo-Christian stewardship of earth offer principles that call for us to 
avoid harm and compensate for losses, which can entail redistributing wealth, through taxes, charity, or 
other means to align principles with behaviors. Deep ecology, grounded in diversity, interdependence, 
and homo sapiens as only one species, will demand more radical action. 
 
Empathy can also guide us. We (as mammals) are hard-wired for empathy—the connections we feel 
with others. Empathy is based in an understanding of another individual’s situation—standing in his/her 



shoes, reflecting shared experiences and emotional connection. Empathy is a core mindset in human-
centered design, the creative and iterative process of solving problems that motivated these climate-
changing conversations. Empathy-based design is at the heart of Taylor Center for Social Innovation 
and Design Thinking. It calls for improvisational, prototyping models of action to develop solutions.   
 
These conversations are designed with ordinary humans in mind! We are constructing spaces and 
experiences to connect people and help them find ways to overcome the paralysis, journey through 
grief, rise above partisan stalemates, and more constructively tackle the wicked problem of climate 
change.  We will pilot two small conversations and learn from them, using a design-thinking spirit and 
“bias to action” during the ASITW residency. We will adapt and plan the next steps to continue the 
series over the year.  
 
Christy’s story: This project is part of a Tulane Studio in the Woods (ASITW) Flint & Steel residency of 
Christy George, an environmental journalist writing about ethics as a driver for social change on health, 
climate, pollution, and other problems. Her book project, My Vanishing Hometowns, “tests the theory 
that what drives successful social change are arguments based on doing the right thing. I’m setting my 
book in the eight states where I’ve lived, and in each state, I’m exploring past social changes, and 
climate impacts.”  This “climate-changing conversation” pilot project intersects with her interests in 
addressing climate change and its impacts. In her ASITW application, she suggests: “In the wake of 
Pope Francis' climate change encyclical, we believe residents of this predominantly Catholic state may 
be ready to talk about how to adapt to a changing climate.”  
 
Laura’s story: I have been interested in big environmental issues for decades, starting with loss of 
biodiversity and deforestation in the 1980s with the Indonesian Environmental Forum (WALHI); we 
hosted the Brundtland Commission (WCED) Town Hall in Jakarta in 1985. The voices of fishermen, 
farmers, journalists, and urban slum dwellers informed the WCED book, Our Common Future 
promoting “sustainable development”. Later, in the Ecuadorian Amazon, I hiked past pipelines and 
black waste pits of the Texaco in farms and forest. In the 2000s, climate change got seriously on my 
radar through teaching on population-environment. In fall 2012, I gave a TEDxTU talk called “Design 
Conversations,” proposing better-designed conversations to tackle wicked problems, like climate 
change.  In late 2014, I read Naomi Klein’s book, Capitalism vs. Climate: This Changes Everything, and 
agreed with her, as do many others. This pilot project explores how intimate, curated, more meaningful 
conversations on climate change can be one small step to make the changes we need.   
 
Inspirations and acknowledgements 

• Christy George’s radio stories on Oregon communities facing climate change  
• Can’t Stop the Water, a film about Isle de Jean Charles community facing relocation from their 

historic Gulf Coast barrier island home, showing as part of Katrina 10 
• Kristina Peterson and Lowlander Center 
• ISeeChange, Julia Kumari Drapkin’s project crowd-sourcing  ourchanging climate 
• 350.org, which started out of a Middlebury College course of professor Jon Isham 
• Social Labs, Reos Partners, and the fall 2014 cohort who tackled climate change 
• Shorter conversations with Jan Gilbert, Michel Varisco, Doug Meffert, Amy Lesen, May Nguyen, 

Vicki Mayer, Mya Sherman, Andy Horowitz, Monique Verdin, Sue Mobley, Tano Trachtenberg, 
Rebecca Snedeker, SISE senior seminar students, and others. 

• Formats: liberating structures, Middlebury social entrepreneurship question cards	  
 
For more information, contact Laura Murphy at lmurphy2@tulane.edu	  

	  


