Solstice II: Social Cohesion in the Context of Climate Policy

Background
Climate change and the transformation processes required to achieve climate neutrality pose profound challenges for the economy, politics, and society. Alongside technological, economic, and environmental issues, the societal conditions of climate policy are increasingly coming into focus. This is particularly true against the backdrop of a changing global order, in which geopolitical shifts, security-policy priorities, and economic disruptions are generating new tensions. In this context, populist narratives are increasingly undermining the social and political foundations of climate policy by questioning its legitimacy or framing climate action as a secondary issue or as a source of conflict. However, acceptance, support, and broad societal ownership of climate protection measures remain key prerequisites for their long-term success.
The funding initiative “SOLSTICE II – Social Cohesion in the Context of Policy,” aims to strengthen social science research on the conditions, dynamics, and risks of social cohesion in the context of climate policy. The societal opportunities and conflict potentials of transformation processes are to be systematically analyzed, and scientifically grounded orientation frameworks for policymaking and practice are to be developed. In this way, the funding call contributes to the development of actionable knowledge required to design climate policy that remains democratically legitimate, socially just, and societally sustainable even under changing global and political conditions.
Funding is provided for research projects that address the societal conditions, dynamics, and consequences of climate policy. The focus is on issues of social cohesion, acceptance, and legitimacy of climate protection measures, as well as the political and social governability of transformation processes.

Thematic Areas
Projects are expected to address, in particular, the following thematic areas:
Module A: Diagnosing Societal Dynamics
Module A addresses the societal dynamics that emerge in the course of climate protection policies. The focus is on changes in public perceptions, social lines of conflict, and political contestation, as well as processes of polarization, fragmentation, resistance, or regression. The aim is to analyze the social conditions, risks, and tipping points under which climate protection measures either gain broad support or encounter rejection, and to derive insights for the socially sustainable design of transformation processes.
Module B: Shaping Acceptance and Legitimacy
Module B focuses on the prerequisites for societal support, acceptance, and democratic legitimacy of climate policy. It examines different concepts of justice, participation formats, and the role of state and non-state actors in shaping socially just and inclusive climate protection measures. The objective is to identify pathways through which climate policy can be perceived as fair, necessary, and future-oriented, and how acceptance and active participation by citizens and societal groups can be sustainably strengthened.
Aspects of technological development, innovation, and digital applications (e.g., artificial intelligence) may be incorporated into the research, provided they contribute to the analysis of societal acceptance, adaptive capacity, and the design of transformation processes. The focus remains on the social science perspective on the use, perception, and societal consequences of such developments. The establishment, use, and open provision of suitable datasets are also explicitly welcomed.

Funding Criteria and Requirements
Given the limited availability of funding, a traditional, broadly conceived funding call is unlikely to be feasible. At the same time, the full thematic and methodological diversity of the humanities and social sciences cannot be comprehensively represented within the framework of Solstice II. The aim is therefore to build on existing findings from prior research and to systematically harness them for policy-relevant questions.
Against this background, alternative and flexible research formats come into focus that enable both in-depth scholarly engagement and the structured synthesis of knowledge. In particular, collegium-based formats are well suited to bringing together existing knowledge in an interdisciplinary manner and situating it within overarching analytical frameworks. The call seeks high-performing scientific centers in Germany and Norway that possess recognized expertise, international networks, and suitable institutional conditions for implementing such formats.
Funding may therefore focus on establishing an innovative, collegium-based research format in the sense of an Advanced School for Scientists, aimed at continuous knowledge integration and policy-relevant synthesis. An interdisciplinary group of four to five researchers addresses clearly defined thematic priorities from the thematic areas outlined above twice per year. Each collegium is designed as a two-month research phase, comprising a one-month joint, in-person working residency as the central core format, as well as preparatory and follow-up phases. A total of five thematic cycles are planned.
The central output of each collegium is a synthesis report that integratively consolidates the scientific findings developed and relates them, in a structured manner, to concrete political contexts, goal conflicts, and policy options within the respective thematic field. Coordination of the overall project ensures the substantive coherence of the thematic cycles, quality assurance of the synthesis outputs, and the systematic transfer of results into political decision-making and policy-design processes at the national and European levels.
The format described represents one possible example of how such a project could be structured. At the same time, applicants are explicitly encouraged to propose their own innovative project formats that meet the stated objectives and framework conditions. Alternative organizational, cooperative, or working arrangements may also be considered. The decisive criterion for evaluation is the extent to which the proposed concept is convincing with regard to the intended outcomes and demonstrates a clear orientation and practical value for political decision-making and policy-design processes.
