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ALLIANZ
FOUNDATION

RISKTAKER PULSE

About The
Report

The Allianz Foundation Risktaker Pulse is the first in a series of
research publications dedicated to Europe’s risktakers in civil society,
the cultural sector and politics.

The Allianz Foundation supports social movement leaders, artists
and other risktakers in their fight for social justice, open societies
and a livable planet. To this end, the Foundation and its partners
help cultivate an international ecosystem in which these committed
individuals and their organizations can easily share knowledge,
collaborate and receive long-term support. To be effective, such an
ecosystem must be built around the actual, known needs of those
expected to benefit from it.

As a first step, the Allianz Foundation commissioned social movement
expert Derrick Feldmann and his research team at INFLUENCE|SG

to conduct more than 75 hours of interviews with 59 risktakers in
Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland and the United Kingdom. The report

at hand summarizes their views, visions and experiences, particularly
those commonly shared across Europe. The research, albeit explora-
tory, is intended to encourage a conversation among European civil
society actors, funders and policymakers about what is needed to
unleash the untapped potential of European civil society in today’s
age of perpetual instability and crisis.

The Allianz Foundation would like to thank all the risktakers who
took part in this study. We would also like to thank everyone
who helped the research team contact potential interviewees.

For more information about Allianz Foundation,
visit allianzfoundation.org.
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Across Europe, social movements are fighting
against social injustice and global warming.
Many seek to push government officials,
industry leaders and the public to do more to
counter the systemic problems of our time.
Prominent examples include Fridays for Future
and Black Lives Matter. In recent years, these
and other movements have shown that a
promising way to support social change is to
help the movements and the individuals within
them. The Allianz Foundation refers to indivi-
duals who actively fight for social justice, open
societies or a livable planet as “risktakers.”

Risktakers do not act alone. They are deeply
embedded within non—governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), social businesses, civically
engaged law firms and other formal entities
that actively support a given movement. Risk-
takers think and act outside normal channels,
beyond election cycles, and often in the face
of adversity or even open hostility. Their views,
visions and experiences can serve as a valuable
resource in today’s age of perpetual instability.

The consensus among the interviewed risk-
takers is that the three major challenges their
societies are facing today are also the most
pressing risks for the future: social polarization,
structural discrimination and open racism, and
Russia’s war in Ukraine. In addition, climate
change was mentioned as an important catalyst
that exacerbates these risks.

Risktakers in all five countries say that
growing social polarization is the biggest
threat to democracies across Europe.
Many fear that the ongoing erosion of
trust and solidarity within and between
European societies will accelerate the rise
of populist political leaders and lead to an
assault on civic freedoms—as seen in the
recent attacks on the independence of the
courts in Poland. Risktakers in the climate
field warn that climate change could lead
to further division, especially as regards the
question of who is to pay for Europe’s plan-
ned transition to a low-carbon economy.

This first edition of the Allianz Foundation
Risktaker Pulse captures many of these insights
and offers readers a deeper understanding of
what it takes to drive social transformation.

The report at hand is based on more than

75 hours of interviews with 59 risktakers in five
European countries, namely Germany, Greece,
Italy, Poland and the United Kingdom. The
interviewees represent 59 organizations that
strive to empower socially marginalized groups
(25%), promote resilient and open democracies
(25%), combat climate change (10%) or work

on a combination of these and other pressing
issues (40%).

The interviews were conducted between March
and June 2022—a period that was marked by
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Despite apparent
differences between the five aforementioned
countries and their societies, the research
revealed some distinct pan-European patterns.

Risktakers warn that structural
discrimination and open racism toward
migrants, LGBTQ+ and other marginalized
groups stoke social division. They see
controversial debates around this issue
potentially contributing to creating
deeper social splits based on identity and
race. Here, too, climate change could
exacerbate the aforementioned risks, as it
may increase the number of people forced
to flee to Europe, some risktakers warn.

Risktakers are concerned about the
repercussions of Russia’s war in Ukraine.
Every one of them has felt the effects of
the war and most have chosen to help in
whatever capacity they can, for example
by relocating refugees or helping the
victims of rape and sexual violence. Several
see the war as a harbinger of future

risks, including the possibility of armed
conflicts in other European countries.
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In their efforts to fight for social justice, open
societies or a livable planet, the interviewed
risktakers shared four key lessons learned that
could prove invaluable to others like them.

Russia’s war in Ukraine shows how partnerships
within and across countries can exponentially
increase the effectiveness of each participant
and the network as a whole. For example, one
risktaker leveraged her network of partners

in Poland and Ukraine to get unaccompanied
minors to safety. Another one promotes the
work of like-minded partners in the climate
field, aiming to increase their visibility and
impact. The appeal of such collaborative efforts
notwithstanding, risktakers stress that building
and maintaining partnerships is challenging and
time-consuming.

Risktakers stress the importance of telling a
clear and accessible story about who they

are and what they want to achieve. Many see
great potential in teaming up with artists and
creative minds, who are often risktakers in their
own right. Together, they hope to craft new
narratives that can break through the noise of
social media and the 24-hour news cycle and
to share them with new groups of people. One
example is the project called “The Walk,” which
saw volunteers walking Amal, a giant puppet of
a Syrian refugee girl, more than 8,000 kilo-
meters across 11 countries to draw attention to
the needs of young refugees.

Politicians can and do distribute inaccurate
information either by mistake (misinformation)
or by design (disinformation). When the media
accepts it—again, either by mistake or by
design—the spread of information becomes

a cascade of inaccuracies that leads to a
misinformed public. Risktakers therefore stress
the importance of fighting misinformation and
disinformation by (1) building strong relation-
ships with media outlets and media personal-
ities, (2) using social media strategically and
(3) liaising more directly with government
officials, including at the EU level.

To improve their organizations’ financial bottom
line and flexibility, risktakers look beyond
public and philanthropic funding. Several find
that the larger social movement ecosystem
can offer quick and unbureaucratic access to
much-needed resources. Numerous organi-
zations have already begun to share some of
their resources, especially with partners who
work more closely with certain communities
or issues. However, while such efforts are
described as fruitful, much of the regranted
money continues to originate from public and
philanthropic sources, whose funding rules
often prevent such redistribution.

The experiences and views of risktakers can
serve as an inspiration for more than just
the next generation of activists and social
movement leaders. They are also intended
to encourage a conversation among funders
about who they support, why and how their
funding can amplify the voices of those who
are fighting for a better future for Europe’s
next generations.
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The

Risktakers

The Allianz Foundation refers to individuals who
actively fight for social justice, open societies
or alivable planet as “risktakers.” Risktakers are
committed to a better future for Europe’s next
generations.

Risktakers are no lone warriors. They are deeply
embedded in the collaborative structures of
social issue movements, including prominent
ones such as LGBTQ+ Pride or #MeToo. Despite
their public missions, many risktakers operate
away from the public eye, representing non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other
formal entities that defend civic freedoms in
courtrooms, create art to humanize complex
issues, innovate climate-friendly products and
services or provide shelter to people forced to
flee from their homes.

Through these and other social movement
organizations, risktakers think and act outside
of normal channels, beyond election cycles,
and often in the face of adversity or even open
hostility. In these times of uncertainty, the
views, visions and experiences of risktakers can
serve as a valuable resource for civil society.
Likewise, decision-makers in government

and the private sector can benefit from their
insights, especially when it comes to assessing
and preparing for future risks.

In order to be able to share this first-hand
knowledge, the Allianz Foundation Risktaker
Pulse has captured the views and experiences
of 59 risktakers in five European countries,
namely Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland and

the United Kingdom. These countries were
chosen based on their individual, measurable
exposure to pressing risks affecting people,
society and the planet: Germany’s energy
consumption causes more greenhouse gases
than most other European countries. The
United Kingdom ranks closely behind. In Italy
and Greece, precarious work opportunities and
unemployment present a serious risk for many,
especially young people. And in Poland, political
rights and civil liberties have been under attack,
as comparative data confirm (see Appendix for
details).

The goal of this research was to hear directly
from risktakers in these countries about what
they see as the most pressing future risks,
what works in addressing them, why it works
and how European philanthropy, governments
and other supporters can best help them seize
opportunities when they arise. To this end, the
research team, led by social movement expert
Derrick Feldmann, conducted more than 75
hours of interviews between March and June
2022—a period that was marked by Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine.
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Risktakers were identified via a systematic scan
of European social movement organizations,
which ranged from NGOs such as human rights
groups and campaign organizations to social
businesses to civically engaged law firms. In
order to be included in the scan, organizations
needed to meet three criteria, which the
research team derived from the Movement

of Movements project at Oxford University’s
Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship. Each
organization had to

operate within at least one of the following
areas of social and environmental change:
(1) empowering socially marginalized
groups (“People at Risk”), (2) promoting
resilient and open democracies (“Society
at Risk”), (3) countering climate change
(“Planet at Risk”). Each organization’s
concrete mission—for example, defending
women’s reproductive rights or freedom
of the speech—was mapped against
these three change areas and its
normative alignment with the progressive
United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (see Appendix for details);

have achieved a certain level of
maturity by fulfilling at least one the
following social movement tenets;

Leadership - the ability to effectively
achieve their demands

Instigation - the ability to pressure
stakeholders and overcome opposition
Constituency - the ability to

recruit and grow a movement’s
followers and supporters

Narrative - the ability to develop

an effective narrative for culture or
policy change adopted by policy-
makers and other stakeholders;

be headquartered or have a strong
presence in Germany, Greece, Italy,
Poland or the United Kingdom.

Researchers identified a total of 244 social
movement organizations. Out of this sample,
162 risktakers were identified and asked for their
permission to be interviewed. To be considered,
individuals had to play a leading role within their

organization, either as a founder or a leading
member or as someone who has used the arts
and culture to raise awareness of a social issue
or drive participation in the movement. In total,
59 individuals participated in the semi-struc-
tured interviews that lasted approximately

60 minutes and were audio-recorded using a
video conferencing tool. After each interview,
the researchers transcribed and analyzed

the responses of those participants who had
given their written consent (which 58 out of
the 59 did).

The interviewed risktakers and the social
movement organizations they are affiliated
with are devoted to a diverse set of social and
environmental issues. One quarter focus on
empowering socially marginalized groups, such
as migrants, people of color and the LGBTQ+
community (referred to as “People at Risk”

in Fig. 1). A further 25% promote resilient and
open democracies, for example by defending
freedom of speech (“Society at Risk”) and 10%
combat climate change, for instance by scaling
regenerative agriculture (“Planet at Risk”).
Meanwhile, 31% work at the interface with these
interconnected challenges and 9% are active in
other change areas.

Source: Risktaker interviews

9%
25%

31% 59 participants

25%
10%

People at Risk
Society at Risk
Planet at Risk
Other

Combinaton of
People, Planet and
Society at Risk


https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-social-entrepreneurship/movement-movements
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-social-entrepreneurship/movement-movements
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1

For more information,
see Pornschlegel, S.
(2020). Countering
Shrinking Spaces:
Recommendations

to Support EU Civil
Society. Brussels: EPC.

In terms of geographical location, risktakers

in Germany are slightly overrepresented in the
sample, making up 39%, followed by Poland
(23%), Italy (16%), the United Kingdom (13%) and
Greece (9%).

As is usually the case with qualitative research,
the following report refrains from using statis-
tical analyses such as frequency distributions,

Personal Risks

Risktakers cannot avoid facing personal and
professional risks as they pursue social change.
The risktakers included in this report are no
exception. Many recall having faced social
media abuse, especially female and LGBTQ+
movement leaders, people of color and those
not associated with a larger NGO. But attempts
to silence them are not just limited to the
online world and can range from harassment to
smear campaigns to violence, along with phone
hacking and having lawsuits brought against
them. These attacks can have a detrimental
effect on mental health, as one risktaker
explains:

“Working in this kind of organization
is not just simply a job. It takes much
more energy than that because
[...]1 people are going through very
traumatic experiences and once this
is someone very close to you it takes
a huge toll on your psychological and
emotional life.”

Porde, European Roma Rights Centre,
United Kingdom

In some European countries, certain topics and
traits can give rise to serious threats, risktakers
say, such as LGBTQ+ and pro-refugee activism
as well as actions to counter authoritarianism.
Some feel that organizing people of color can
make them particularly susceptible to threats.

Beyond these direct attacks from online trolls
and fringe groups, risktakers also have to
deal with government interference. In some
countries, legal frameworks have been
changed to obstruct how social movements

not least to avoid the appearance of statistical
representativeness or causality. Instead, the
research findings have been captured by
means of a summative write-up that features
selected quotes from the interviews. Although
the content of the quotes remains unchanged,
light editing has been done for ease of reading.
For more details on the research methodology,
please refer to the Appendix.

operate, thereby effectively “shrinking” the
space in which civil society can act.” An NGO
that chooses the “wrong” side of an issue can
face suppression by the state and the public.
Some risktakers say that fellow activists have
even been arrested. Add to this the financial
risks that many interviewees have taken, using
their personal funds to found and advance
social or environmental initiatives.

Given these risks it should be mentioned
that all interviews were conducted under the
condition of anonymity and confidentiality.
All interviewees were asked for their consent
to participate and to have their names and
organizations mentioned in this report.

10
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https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
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Present and
Future Risks

The risktakers in this report lead and support
social movement organizations that seek

to empower socially marginalized groups,
promote resilient and open democracies, and
counter human-caused climate change.

These organizations are dedicated to averting
present and future risks in a wide range of
social and environmental issue areas, ranging
from the fight against disinformation to the
promotion of civil rights for Romani people to
climate protesting. Despite their diversity, many
movements are united in their concern for
political rights and civil liberties. They fight for
the rights of specific groups of people such as
migrants and refugees or the LGBTQ+ com-
munity and they take a stance by defending
the rule of law and the democratic state itself,
for example by fighting for freedom of speech
or an independent judiciary. Those working in
the field of climate action promote sustainable
practices in key sectors such as agriculture
and construction, while also raising awareness
for a more just and inclusive transition to a
low-carbon economy and society.

Each of the interviewed risktakers has a unique
perspective that is informed by their special
interest and their personal experiences in one
or several issue areas. However, risktakers
stress the importance of cross-disciplinary
thinking and cooperation because most social
issues cannot be tackled in isolation. For
example, reducing greenhouse gas emissions
cannot be done in a socially just manner if the
needs of the most vulnerable groups in society
are not considered upfront, since it is they
who are likely to be hit hardest by potential
price hikes for energy, transportation, food and
consumer goods.

Dissecting the specifics of each and every
issue area in all five countries studied would go
beyond the scope of this report. Therefore, the
research team sought to identify pan-European
patterns and trends. To do so, interviewees
were asked to name the risks they believe are
the most threatening to their society today
and tomorrow. Three clearly came out on

top: social polarization, racism and Russia’s
war in Ukraine. In addition, climate change
was mentioned as an important catalyst that
exacerbates those risks.
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Ginsburgh, V.,
Perelman, S., Pestieau,
P. (2020). Populism and
Social Polarization in
European Democracies
(Working Paper

No. 8458). CESifo.

For most of the interviewed risktakers the
strongest threat to sustaining and streng-
thening democracy in Germany, Greece, Italy,
Poland and the United Kingdom is growing
social polarization: European democracies are
at risk because people are increasingly drifting
apart, not just economically, but also in terms
of what and who they believe.

The interviews reinforce findings in the broader
research literature which show that social
polarization is first and foremost rooted in the
unequal distribution of income and wealth.

Or, more precisely, in how unequal people
think their societies are. As a result, countries
in which the perceived gap between rich and
poor is high also tend to be plagued by distrust,
anti-immigrant sentiments and an affinity with
political strongmen and other authoritarian
figures. This connection is not automatic,
though.

Risktakers concur and stress that polarization
can also be fueled by governments and
elected officials themselves, as their actions

or inactions influence how a society deals with
“hot button” issues that elicit strong emotions
in people. One such issue is changing demo-
graphics and the oftentimes resulting question
of who belongs to a society and who does not.

Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland and the United
Kingdom are all home to people of different
beliefs, cultural backgrounds, sexual identities
and lifestyles. Still, risktakers confirm that these
and other groups of people have been repeat-
edly singled out by right-wing advocates and
political campaigners. By portraying minority
groups as dangerous “others,” instigators have
sought to seed distrust and hatred, causing
further division.

The impact of such populist rhetoric is

particularly apparent in Poland. Since 2015, the
country’s coalition government, led by the Law
and Justice Party (Prawo i Sprawiedliwos$é, PiS),


https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
https://www.cesifo.org/en/publications/2020/working-paper/populism-and-social-polarization-european-democracies
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3.

For more information,
see Bill, S. (2022).
Counter-Elite Populism

and Civil Society in
Poland: PiS’s Strategies

of Elite Replacement.
East European Politics
and Societies, 36(1),
118—140.

has been pushing a divisive narrative against
the country’s old liberal elites—including
selected civil society organizations—accusing
them of being anti-Polish and catering to
foreign political and cultural interests, as
risktakers in Poland confirm.® Equipped with
significant powers, PiS has repeatedly launched
attacks against key democratic institutions,
including the public media, the civil service and
the courts. As a result, there have been notable
human rights violations in the country, includ-
ing against women, whose reproductive rights
have been heavily curtailed by the Consti-
tutional Tribunal after abortion was effectively
outlawed in 2020. The following quote reflects
the distress felt by many risktakers in Poland.

““We have been warning for a long time
about such threats to democratic
culture [coming from the politicians
and government officials], but it is by
no means a source of satisfaction that
in a certain sense these warnings have
materialized. [...] we want to break
the conspiracy of silence around the
problem of racist aggression or right-
wing extremism in Poland.”

Rafat, Never Again Association, Poland

Although, so far, the legal consequences of
polarization have been most extreme in Poland,
polarizing political tactics can be witnessed in
all five countries, risktakers say. The people who

are most often targeted by divisive narratives
and actions are migrants, and especially
refugees. Although the countries have dealt
with migration and refugees for decades, each
large influx, risktakers say, makes the existing
problems of a polarized general public worse,
because right-wing instigators seek to capita-
lize on the pre-existing xenophobia in parts of
society, as the following subsection illustrates.

Going forward, climate change may also
contribute to further economic division and
social polarization, as a number of risktakers
emphasize, especially in regard to the question
of who is to pay for Europe’s planned transition
to a low-carbon economy. The current
disagreements over gas imports, gas shortages
and financial support for struggling households
and businesses can be seen as a preview of
polarizing debates to come, risktakers in the
climate field say:

“Climate change is a social problem for
people. The more we decarbonize, for
example [...] the less affordable things
get for many people. So, we have to
give poor people money so they can
afford climate change or adapt to
climate change.”

Bettina, Parents for Future, Germany


https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420950800
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Bade, K. (2003).
Migration in European
History. Malden:
Wiley-Blackwell.

Burns, T. R. (2008).
Towards a Theory of
Structural Discrimina-
tion: Cultural, Institu-
tional and Interactional
Mechanisms of the
‘European Dilemma’.

In G. Delanty, R.
Wodak, P. Jones (eds.),
Identity, Belonging and
Migration (pp. 152-172).
Liverpool University
Press.

See, for example, FRA
(2018). Being Black

in the EU. Second

EU Minorities and
Discrimination Survey.
FRA.

The current influx of refugees from Ukraine

is the most recent in a long line of mass
movements to, from and on the European
continent. In fact, for Germany, Greece, ltaly,
Poland and the United Kingdom, migration has
been a reality for decades, even centuries.
Despite this normalcy, discrimination and
racism are still very common, even towards
those who have spent their entire lives in the
five counties, risktakers say.

Research shows that discrimination is often
structural, that is that it does not only result
from individual biases and prejudices against
migrants (which do exist), but also from a set of
written and unwritten rules that enable or even
encourage people to treat migrants and other
minorities differently.” An example from the
risktaker interviews serves as a case in point:
African nationals who were living in Ukraine
and were forced to flee because of the war
had a much harder time applying for refugee
assistance. This was because the emergency
systems in place had been designed for
Ukrainian citizens, not for Nigerians, Kenyans
and other non-Europeans who were also living
in Ukraine.

Apart from structural discrimination by insti-
tutions and professionals, many migrants also
face racist comments from ordinary people,
risktakers say. While acts of open racism and

violence were only mentioned by some, recent
large-scale surveys suggest that harassment
and anti-Muslim, anti-Romani and anti-Black
racism are common all over Europe.® Risktakers
regard these acts as posing a risk for social
cohesion and some fear that, going forward,
racist attacks may increase on account of
demographic change. All five societies are
aging and in need of more migration, not least
in order to sustain their workforce and taxpayer
base. As a result, countries are expected to
become even more diverse, including in terms
of cultural and religious practices, some of
which have been the target of racist attacks.

A few risktakers also commented on how cli-
mate change and the resulting migration from
areas that become unlivable may play a bigger
role in the future, estimating that millions of
people could potentially head north from Africa
and southern Europe as temperatures steadily
rise.


https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Migration+in+European+History-p-9780470754573 
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Migration+in+European+History-p-9780470754573 
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Migration+in+European+History-p-9780470754573 
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Migration+in+European+History-p-9780470754573 
https://academic.oup.com/liverpool-scholarship-online/book/43329/chapter-abstract/363097841?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/liverpool-scholarship-online/book/43329/chapter-abstract/363097841?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/liverpool-scholarship-online/book/43329/chapter-abstract/363097841?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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https://academic.oup.com/liverpool-scholarship-online/book/43329/chapter-abstract/363097841?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2018/being-black-eu
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2018/being-black-eu
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2018/being-black-eu
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In November 2022, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees reported that
more than 12 million Ukrainian refugees had
been recorded across Europe. The resulting
expansion of and urgent need for emergency
services, such as organizing food and shelter
and relocating refugees, was a dominant
theme among risktakers. Most choose to help
in whatever capacity they can and several see
the war as a harbinger of future risks:

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the latter’s
resistance has created new social needs and
aggravated existing ones. When risktakers
realized that governments were not intervening
quickly enough, they faced a decision, namely
whether to expand their missions to fill these
new humanitarian needs or stick to their original
mission.

Most have decided to fill the needs that govern-
ments were neglecting and are debating how
they can become flexible enough to immediately
provide funds and other resources to support
their partners in Ukraine while at the same time
welcoming and relocating refugees. Many cite
previous network relationships and partnerships
as critical to their rapid and effective response.
Some stress the importance of regranting
available funds to other risktakers working on the
frontlines in Ukraine.

Overall, many organizations have chosen to
expand their mission to include disaster relief,
have rapidly scaled up their activities in and
outside of Ukraine and have come up with
new ways to sustain delivery during warfare.
For example, one risktaker working on dis-
information in Central Europe decided to shift
her organization’s focus to western Ukraine to
help unaccompanied minors cross the border
into Poland.

Sometimes, relief efforts go beyond traditional
refugee aid. For instance, one risktaker said
that most Ukrainian refugees in Poland are
women and girls, and that they are entering

a country that has restrictive reproductive
policies that are strongly influenced by the
Catholic Church. Hence, the risktaker’s
organization has turned its attention and
resources to providing these women and

girls with basic information and help, even
setting up a hotline for the victims of rape and
sexual violence and those seeking an abortion.
Another risktaker’s organization has expanded
a summer school and an Easter camp originally
organized for women and young people to
include refugees from Ukraine who do not
hold a Ukrainian passport. The organization is
providing mentorship, digital literacy courses,
robotics training and psychosocial support, for
example.

The war in Ukraine has served to highlight
many of the risks facing the five European
societies today and tomorrow. The next section
examines four key lessons that risktakers

have learned while helping their organizations
navigate this and other crises.


https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
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As risktakers organize protests, coordinate
relief efforts and advocate for systemic change,
they acquire knowledge and experience

that can prove invaluable to others seeking

to address social or environmental issues,
including but not limited to NGOs, funders and
corporations. As one risktaker puts it:

This section sets out four lessons learned that
risktakers have deemed the most valuable and
worth sharing. In their experience, rapid and
impactful action requires a strong network, a
compelling narrative, more direct interaction
with the media and elected officials, and a
diverse pool of funders.
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For more information,
see Pornschlegel, S.
(2020). Countering
Shrinking Spaces.
Recommendations
to Support EU Civil
Society. European
Policy Centre.

The interviewed risktakers are embedded in
the formal and informal structures of social
movements and, often, also the communities
they are advocating for. These transnational
networks comprise NGOs, funders, researchers
and a variety of other professionals and
organizations. Risktakers use network partners
to maximize the impact of a social movement
by

promoting the achievements
of network partners,

harnessing the skills, expertise and
brand recognition of network partners,

targeting specific geographical areas
in which partners are located and

increasing funding or decreasing
costs for projects.

Most say they have built these networks

from personal relationships over a number

of years. Within such networks, each entity
remains independent in terms of setting its
own priorities and deciding what efforts to
support. This implies that the trust that was
previously established between the individuals
has been maintained during the most stressful
times. Risktakers from smaller organizations in
particular require and appreciate the resources
that network partners can (and do) provide

quickly. Risktakers who are part of more
organized social movements rely on partners
because of their expertise on a specific social
or environmental issue or their knowledge of
a particular region. In countries where social
movements and affiliated organizations

are facing adversity, hostility or the
infringement of their rights, transnational
networks can help to maintain their basic
capacity to act.

Relying on networks, however, creates its own
challenges, risktakers say. The interviewees
find themselves having to educate, direct and
support individuals who are unfamiliar with
their issue or operation, which takes time and
resources. They add that this may give rise to
potential legal roadblocks in countries where
this type of relationship might pose a risk to an
organization’s NGO status. These challenges
are amplified when it comes to expanding the
scope of a movement:

Despite these difficulties, for many risktakers
the benefits of collaborating within a nimble
network of partners outweigh the costs.


https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
https://www.citizensforeurope.eu/learn/countering-shrinking-spaces-recommendations-to-support-eu-civil-society
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For experience
gained in the climate
field, see Bolsen, T.,
Shapiro, M. (2017).
Strategic Framing and
Persuasive Messaging
to Influence Climate
Change Perceptions
and Decisions. Oxford
Research Encyclopedia
of Climate Science.

For more information,
see Freemuse (2021).
The State of Artistic
Freedom. Freemuse.

A consistent and compelling narrative is key
to establishing and sustaining stakeholder
awareness, which is necessary to advance a
social movement.® A narrative usually involves
telling a compelling story about who you are
and what you want to achieve. To be effective,
messaging needs to be conveyed in a clear,
accessible and creative manner, risktakers say.
Many stress the importance of humanizing
complex issues, for example by sharing the
experience of individual community members:

Artists can be risktakers, too, especially when
they tackle subjects that spark controversial
debate or a reactionary backlash, such as in
regard to reproductive rights and migration.
While some of the interviewed risktakers look
back on careers in the field of arts or culture,
the majority does not. Still, many say they
would like to collaborate more with artists and
creative minds to shed new light on pressing
social and environmental issues and especially,
the established narratives surrounding them.

Artistic and cultural elements in video, music,
live performances, books and essays, paintings
and drawings have the power to confront
audiences with new perspectives and possibi-
lities, maybe even solutions. Yet, the arts are
not constrained by the conventional rules of
political activism and communication.

The arts can confuse audiences just as much as

they can issue a warning or give hope in times
of crisis.

Despite or precisely because the arts and
culture follow their own rules and logic,

many risktakers see great potential in future
collaborations. The hope is that new narratives
can be created together with artists and
creative minds that can break through the
noise of social media and the 24-hour news
cycle and then shared with new groups of
people. However, risktakers are also aware that
audiences reached through artistic programm-
ing do not automatically correspond to their
desired target audiences. Future collaborations
would therefore require a conscious effort to
reach out to new audiences, some risktakers
say, both online and offline.


https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228620.013.385
https://www.fim-musicians.org/wp-content/uploads/freemuse-report-2021.pdf
https://www.fim-musicians.org/wp-content/uploads/freemuse-report-2021.pdf
https://www.fim-musicians.org/wp-content/uploads/freemuse-report-2021.pdf
https://www.fim-musicians.org/wp-content/uploads/freemuse-report-2021.pdf
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How members of the public come to under-
stand a social issue and react to a crisis
depends largely on their interpretation of

the information they receive. This is where
the media and elected officials have most
influence. Politicians can and do disseminate
inaccurate information, either by mistake
(misinformation) or by design (disinformation).
When the media accepts it—again, either by
mistake or by design—the spread of informa-
tion becomes a cascade of inaccuracies that
creates a misinformed general public, which
makes it harder or even impossible to push for
social change.

That is why risktakers and social movements
are well-advised to take a three-pronged
approach to fighting misinformation and
disinformation:

First, the interviewed risktakers suggest
building strong relationships with influential
mass media outlets and media personalities in
order to actively participate in the discursive
framing of a crisis at the outset. Risktakers
from all five countries say that the mainstream

media could do a better job of giving the public
more accurate information about pressing
social and environmental issues and about the
role that NGOs and other social movement
organizations play in addressing them. For
example, several Italian risktakers mention that
many Italians believe their government should
be doing the work that social movements are
doing. When members of the public hear about
an NGO finding jobs for refugees, they tend

to be confused and skeptical, thus making it
harder for these organizations to advance their
cause.
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Second, several risktakers mention Instagram,
Twitter and other social media platforms as
impactful and cost-effective channels for
combating fake news and other types of inac-
curate information. However, given the relative
openness and democratic nature of these
tools, social media have also been described as
particularly prone to disinformation and even
hate speech, which several risktakers have
themselves experienced. These experiences
notwithstanding, most still see great potential
when it comes to using social media, especially
for targeting disinformation in communities
and age groups that can hardly be reached
through traditional media:

Third, risktakers suggest exploring more

direct routes of informing elected officials and
other government staff. In some countries,
NGOs can work alongside the government

in a positive, informative way by lending
credibility and subject-matter expertise, for
example by sitting on advisory bodies and
expert committees. However, this collaborative
approach to advocacy and policymaking does
not exist everywhere. Where it does not, some
risktakers have found it helpful to work with EU
institutions, not only to counter disinformation,
but other pressing issues as well:



o

21 Diversify Funding g:ﬁ

Executive Summary Risktakers from all five countries agree that CS)
project development, including experimen-
The Risktakers tation, and project implementation require
unrestricted, unattached and quickly awarded unable to receive quick help from these
Present and funding. Resources are also needed for funders. Instead, they found partners within the
Future Risks movement growth, such as staff recruitment movement that were able to provide the much-
and retention. To improve their organizations’ needed resources. Smaller organizations in
Lessons Learned financial bottom line and flexibility, risktakers particular require and appreciate the resources
T see an urgent need for public and philanthropic that larger partners can (and sometimes do)
Outlook funders to amend their funding rules. But they provide quickly. However, while such diversi-
also stress the need to look for new sources of fication efforts are described as fruitful, the
Appendix funding. necessary regranting rules still lag behind.
Whenever public or philanthropic funds are ““We, as an organization, oftentimes
available, the ways they can be used are often redistribute funds. The budgetsthat
too restrictive, risktakers say. The interviewees we get, we hand part of them out
criticize the fact that many governments to smaller organizations around us.
and foundations do not seem to understand Individuals who we work with. So,

that sometimes expenses need to be diverted
or increased quickly and substantially. The
Covid-19 pandemic is a case in point: During
the earlier stages of the pandemic when social
movement organizations needed immediate
funds to provide vaccinations and healthcare
to staff and volunteers, risktakers were often matching people in the field and can
support them better in the early stages

than big foundations and funders

can. [...] Also, rapid response grants of
5,000 euros can move a lot. Even

500 euros for some organizations can
do alot if it comes with very little red
tape and it comes very fast and without
a lot of strings attached. | think these
small grants are underestimated in
terms of the impact they can have for
non-profit organizations because they
can give you the flexibility you need

at certain points in time when you just
don’t have the time to read a grant
proposal.”

making it easier to regrantfunds
[would be important]. | mean;-it’s all
about growing the ecosystem. And
often, civil society organizations have
a better overview of emerging talent,

Julia, SuperrrLab, Germany

Apart from advocating for new funding rules
and leveraging network connections, a few
interviewees shared other creative ideas to
increase funding. One organization is pro-
ducing and selling hoodies, t-shirts, bags and
other merchandise with political messaging,
The sales have helped increase both the
organization’s visibility and the amount of
donations it has received.
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Kantar (2021).
European Youth in
2021. European Union.

Besides money, the voices and activities of
people who follow and support the work of
risktakers are and will continue to be just as
critical. Some interviewees say they want their
supporters to boldly raise awareness of when
they or other risktakers are being attacked.
While some feel good about those who back
them, others have voiced concerns.

This risktaker’s experience serves as an exam-
ple of the many challenges that risktakers face
when growing and diversifying a movement’s
supporters. But there also appears to be lots of
untapped potential: Recent large-scale surveys
show that European youth and young adults
are more concerned than older generations
about social justice issues, climate change and
other future risks. According to this research,
many are willing to do more to support social
and environmental causes.

While both perspectives can be true in their
own right, their contrasting take on Europe’s
next generations are indicative of the many
knowledge gaps that currently exist, especially
when it comes to how young people
re-imagine the future, the kind of society

they want to live in and what they are willing

to do to make this future a reality.

To help address these gaps, the Allianz Foun-
dation has developed a large-scale internation-
al study that will take a deeper dive into these
realities and ideas. By surveying more than
10,000 young adults, the study sets out to map,
compare and contrast how young Europeans in
Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland and the United
Kingdom envision a future society and what
they are willing to do—including the risks they
are willing to take to fight for that future.

The study findings will be published in the
autumn of 2023. More information is available
at allianzfoundation.org/study.


http://www.allianzfoundation.org/study
https://www.kantarpublic.com/inspiration/centre-kantar-public-sur-leurope/european-youth-2021-public-attitudes-amongst-young-people
https://www.kantarpublic.com/inspiration/centre-kantar-public-sur-leurope/european-youth-2021-public-attitudes-amongst-young-people
https://www.kantarpublic.com/inspiration/centre-kantar-public-sur-leurope/european-youth-2021-public-attitudes-amongst-young-people
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This report offers readers a deeper under-
standing of what it takes to impact a social or
environmental issue through creative, strategic
and risktaking approaches to social movement
building and it identifies future risks to these
efforts and European societies at large.

The findings reinforce those that are widely
accepted in the social movement literature,
which stress the importance of connecting

and supporting those risktaking individuals

and organizations that are spearheading

social change. The interviewees repeatedly
emphasized how, during the ongoing climate,
health and security crises, it is the transnational
networks within and between social move-
ments that have allowed for a quicker and more
efficient response. Without these connections
it would have been very difficult to provide
financial, legal and other support to partner
organizations, especially to those in countries
where civil society has come under attack from
the government and other groups.

Outlook

Such actionable partnerships are not only
beneficial when it comes to delivering much-
needed services to vulnerable populations.
Going forward, connections between risk-
takers across national borders, disciplines and
professions could serve as the foundation for
a stronger, more impactful and more European
civil society.

This is intended to inspire funders to re-
examine who they are supporting, how and
why. The findings of this Allianz Foundation
Risktaker Pulse indicate that if we can lessen
the burden of the activities that almost all of
the 59 risktakers in this report now engage in
individually—such as building and maintaining
transnational networks, crafting and spreading
a creative and compelling change narrative,
finding and gaining access to less restricted
and longer-term funding—we can give these
dedicated individuals and their organizations
a substantial boost to succeed in a dynamic
and ever-changing world.
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At the time of writing
this report, the Allianz
Foundation was con-
ducting a large-scale
international study that
also includes a sizable
number of respon-
dents with right-wing
political views. For
more information on
the study, see
allianzfoundation.org/
study.

The research team at INFLUENCEISG, led by
Derrick Feldmann, studied the viewpoints,
approaches and strategies of selected social
movement leaders (i.e., risktakers) in three
steps: An environmental scan (comprising
social movement identification and interviewee
recruitment), followed by field interviews and a
qualitative data analysis.

The goal of this cross-country research was

to detect common challenges across the five
European countries studied and to identify
shared lessons learned that transcend national
borders.

The environmental scan revealed an initial

list of relevant European social movement
organizations. This was based on the method-
ological approach taken by the Movement of
Movements project at Oxford University’s Skoll
Centre for Social Entrepreneurship.

Using the movement selection criteria outlined
in the first section of the report (“The Risk-
takers”), researchers took an inductive
approach to identifying social movement
organizations and conducted Boolean web
searches using related keywords and phrases
linked to those criteria. Based on the infor-
mation provided on the organizations’ official
websites, social media pages (e.g., Facebook
and Twitter) and alternative sources (news
articles, reports), researchers identified 244
social movement organizations, categorized
these into three priority groups (high, medium,
low priority) for potential interviews and then
submitted the list to the Allianz Foundation

for review and selection for outreach. The

final selection was based on two criteria:

First, each organization had to fulfill at least
one of the four social movement tenets (see
report section “The Risktakers”). Second, their
organizational mission had to be normatively
aligned with the progressive United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals, specifically
Goal 5 (Gender Equality), Goal 10 (Reduced
Inequalities), Goal 13 (Climate Action) or

Goal 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions).

As a result, the final sample was limited to
organizations whose politics, values and goals
can be described as left-leaning or center-
left. Far-right social movement organizations
were excluded from the research.” A total

of 162 individuals serving in the final sample
of organizations were contacted and asked
for permission to be interviewed. Of these,

86 agreed, 16 declined and 59 were then
interviewed between March 1and June 30,
2022. To be considered, the 59 interviewees
had to play a leading role in their organization,
either as a founder, a leading member or as
someone who has used the arts and culture
to raise awareness for a social or environ-
mental issue or to drive participation in the
movement.

Fifty-nine individuals participated in semi-
structured interviews conducted by
researchers that lasted approximately

60 minutes and were audio-recorded using a
video conferencing tool. One interviewee who
was unable to participate in a live, recorded
interview was sent an interview guide by email
so as to be able to submit a written response.
After each interview, researchers used the
recordings only to transcribe the responses
of those participants who provided written
consent to do so (which 58 out of 59 did).


https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-social-entrepreneurship/movement-movements
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-social-entrepreneurship/movement-movements
https://allianzfoundation.org/study
https://allianzfoundation.org/study
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All these data were collected, processed and
stored in accordance with the EU’s General
Data Protection Regulation.

Data analysis began once the interviews had
been initiated and continued until the last
interview was completed and transcribed.
Researchers performed line-by-line readings
of the transcripts and engaged in open
coding, which was done in multiple cycles.
This approach permitted the generation of
codes and categories that were compared,
contrasted, refined, reduced and eliminated as
consistent patterns in the data were recog-
nized and connected. After the initial round
of coding, members of the research team
convened to compare and confirm uniform
coding and categorization.

In total, this research involved more than 75
hours of interviews. The individuals who partici-
pated were generous with their time, authentic
in terms of their comments and eager to find
out how others like them approach similar
challenges.

Source: Eurostat 2021, Freedom House 2021

Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland and the United
Kingdom were chosen based on their individual
exposure to salient risks affecting people,
society and the planet. The countries were
selected in a three-step process. First, salient
risks were operationalized using the following
statistical indicators:

People at Risk: Percentage of young
people not in education, employment or
training (NEET; data source: Eurostat)

Society at Risk: Global freedom score
(data source: Freedom House)

Planet at Risk: Ratio between
energy-related greenhouse gas
emissions and gross domestic energy
consumption (data source: Eurostat)

Second, all EU member states, EU candidate
countries as well as Iceland, Norway,
Switzerland and the United Kingdom were
ranked based on the above indicators. Finally,
five countries were chosen based on their
individual ranking and their geographical
location. Instead of exclusively focusing on
those countries with the highest risk exposure,
the goal was to select a balanced sample that
reflects the diverse realities across Europe
(Table 1).

Germany Low risk (5.7%) Low risk (97) High risk (87.2)
Greece High risk (16.9%) Medium risk (87) Medium risk (74.9)
Italy High risk (21.2%) Low risk (90) High risk (82.2)
Poland Medium risk (12.0%) Medium risk (82) High risk (85.9)
United Kingdom Medium risk (11.3%) Low risk (93) High risk (81.8)
EU27 Medium risk (11.8%) N/A High risk (82.8)



https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
https://freedomhouse.org/countries/freedom-world/scores
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The word cloud at the beginning of the first
section of this report (“The Risktakers”)
documents the concrete issue areas in which
the interviewed risktakers and their social
movement organizations pursue social and
environmental change. The data are based
on a separate analysis, which was conducted
by Allianz Foundation in three steps: First, the
official websites and social media pages of
the social movement organizations that the
interviewed risktakers are affiliated with were
searched for mission statements. Second, all
mission statements were extracted, translated
into English, if necessary, and searched for
concrete issue areas, such as LGBTQ+ rights
and the fight against disinformation. Third, all
the issue areas were subjected to inductive
coding. After two rounds of coding and
category development and modification, the
final categories were clustered, interpreted
and synthesized into the issue areas set out
in the aforementioned word cloud. To be
included, an issue area had to be mentioned
at least twice.

As this research has shown, crises can prompt
organizations to rapidly shift or expand their
mission to meet an immediate need. Thus,

in the context of Europe’s ongoing climate,
health, energy and security crises, the word
cloud should be understood as a rough
approximation of the plethora of social and
environmental issues that the risktakers in this
report help address.

January Kick-off

February Research design and instruments
March Interviews with risktakers

April Interviews with risktakers,

initial data analysis

May Interviews with risktakers,
initial data analysis

June Interviews with risktakers,
initial data analysis

July Final data analysis

August Draft report

September Editorial feedback, revised report
October Final report (October 31), report design
November Report published

Kristopher Roller (unsplash), Charlota Blunarova
(unsplash), Kenny Brown, Yoshi Shimizu,

Chris Sabor (unsplash), Magdalena Kula
(unsplash), Andre Bush (unsplash), Matt Gush
(shutterstock), Michael Fousert (unsplash),
Haley Lawrence (unsplash), Mika Baumeister
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