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Beate Winkler - “We have more options than we think…” 

Ideas for the social change 

 
 
 

I. A helicopter perspective is needed in order for us to understand the dimension of 
the social change. 

 
How will my life be after all this? When will the coronavirus pandemic and all its consequences 
be over, so that we may return to our old life? Many people ask themselves these questions. 
This is understandable, because the coronavirus pandemic with all its effects and consequences 
has shaken all our certainties and routines. Moreover, this also represents a massive insult to 
our self-confidence that tells us that “everything is feasible, and everything is possible”.  
But aren’t these questions misleading? Don’t they try to make us avoid a confrontation with the 
situation in which we find ourselves in? And how does this situation actually look like, if I look at 
it from a certain distance and don’t let myself get paralyzed by all the coronavirus debates 
around me? In my opinion, there are 4 aspects which are defining for the situation: 
 
 

1. We are confronted with a profound identity crisis. 

 
I have noticed for a long time that people discuss change, the state of our democracy and 
related subjects, yet almost nobody talks about the dramatic situation of the social change 
process in which we find ourselves. A profound change takes place in almost all areas of our 
life: digitalization, climate change, the radical economization of our life, migration, 
globalization, a lack of perspective in the field of politics, the change of values, more and more 



groups choosing to stay among themselves, only moving inside “echo chambers”, the tolerance 
towards the opinion of other people decreasing – to name but a few examples. This is also 
aggravated by the “collapse” of the old middle class, which considers itself the loser of 
globalization and turns furiously against the elites, against the “unfamiliar” and against Europe, 
which does not feel that its need for safety is being noticed. All this was amplified by the 
coronavirus pandemic, which questioned almost all routines and certainties. If profound 
changes take place in all areas of an organization, there is a danger for it to lose its identity, for 
its very existence to be threatened. This identity crisis takes place in our society now. This 
change causes many people to be feel deeply insecure: the old order is almost gone, and the 
new order has not appeared yet.  
 
  

2. A radical acceleration: our souls can’t keep up anymore. 

 
Our life and society are faced with such an accelerated pressure, that many people have the 
feeling that they are not being able to keep up anymore and are overwhelmed by the 
developments. Our societies have become more heterogeneous, the technological progress is 
incredibly fast, international conflicts are not far away from us anymore, but in our living 
rooms, on the TV screen. Almost everything seems possible - except for the predictability of the 
future. Many feel overburdened and look back instead of forward: when will it be like it never 
was again? 
 
 

3. The feelings of threat and helplessness are increasing - also due to the media. 

 
„Bad news is good news“ is an age-old dogma represented by the media professionals. This can 
be seen first and foremost in the newscasts - in these times of change when the coronavirus 
pandemic makes everything more intense. The many positive developments in our society are 
hardly perceived any more. Steven Pinker explains in his impressive books that we are 
experiencing the most peaceful times in the history of mankind – in many areas, we are living in 
the best world possible. Yet not all of us. We cannot forget those whose existence is threatened 
these days, who have little professional perspectives, who lack educational qualifications or 
who are not able to keep up in our breathless society - who are not being acknowledged and, 
on top of that, are despised socially. 
 
 

4. We lack visions of the future, which are needed for profound change processes. 

 
We do not have any visions of the future anymore. All change processes face opposition, for 
change contradicts our need for safety. This can be overcome when we have visions of the 
future, which are more positive that the opposition that accompanies any change process. Yet 
we lack these visions. Those visions that exist are not being acknowledged, yet mostly they lack 



in the society, in politics and also in the European Union. We are living in a society without any 
vision.  
 
 

II. New solutions for thinking and acting are needed. 

 

Not reacting to this situation and hoping that all will be over soon, is an option - yet not the 
smartest one. This way, we would not only not use the opportunities that change offers, but 
also make the situation worse, since the problems would become even more serious. A 
promising approach would be to react actively and strategically on the long term. My following 
thoughts should be deemed as an impulse to create free spaces for the development of long-
term solutions, as well as to identify the „key issues“, the actual problems. My suggestions 
should, therefore, be also an encouragement to rethink certain challenges.  
 
 
A blank sheet of paper as the symbol of opportunities – assuming a clear stance is necessary. 

 

In the words of Albert Einstein, problems cannot be solved by using the same way of thinking 
used to create them. We need unbiased perspectives on the solutions, so that we do not 
respond to the questions of today and tomorrow with yesterday’s answers. This is why we need 
free space. Free space for searching. Free space like the one on a blank sheet of paper. A „blank 
sheet“ is the symbol for openness and holds all opportunities. Particularly with change 
processes, the blank sheet represents a sign of the new way of thinking that opens unexpected 
approaches, as pointed out by the management theoretician Otto Scharmer.  
Many people are curious as to what a blank sheet of paper has to offer. Other people are 
scared by it.  This is about different attitudes and approaches. They are crucial whether a 
change process is successful or not. Our attitude towards the blank white sheet of paper is 
important: are we open to be open? We can influence our attitude. We cannot change many 
things in our life, yet we can change our attitude in a heartbeat. It therefore also depends on us 
if we recognize the opportunities of the change process and use the resources available to us. 
 
 
Initiating cross-cutting social processes 

 

There are no simple answers or patent remedies for the questions raised. In order to find 
solutions, we need long term strategies and new forms of cooperation - also on an international 
level. Nevertheless, it can be possible to initiate processes generated by the current situation 
that try to find answers to questions such as: “Which is the society we want to live in? How can 
we manage to promote the skills of both the individuals and the society as a whole – the social 
cohesion - and to reach a balance between them?”  Such processes can be initiated by NGOs, 



cultural policy organizations, but also by cities and communities. This could be processes that 
do not lead to nowhere, but that make an impact towards a positive change. In order for them 
to be successful, both our attitude in shaping this process and the goal we focus upon are 
crucial.   
 
 
Aspects for the success of a change process:  

 

1. Attitude is crucial. 

 
There is an abundance of different aspects that influence the success of a change process and 
the constructive filling out of the white sheet of paper. 4 aspects are, nevertheless, crucial: 
 
 

 Keeping an eye on the opportunities – without concealing the problems 

 
We can keep an eye on the potentials in our society. For there are many potentials. There are, 
for example, startups, the pioneers of social change, think tanks, foundations, cultural 
institutions, NGOs, artists, media creators dealing with social change – to name just a few. They 
are mostly there where there is a creative environment, also contributing to our economic 
success.  The scientist Richard Florida points to the fact that the economically most successful 
societies in Europe are those that promote the three Ts: technology, talents, and tolerance. This 
means that we need to actively use the creative, cultural environment of a diverse, conflicting 
society – without concealing the problems. This won’t be easy, for life in a diverse society 
always holds potential for conflict. Yet, it also creates renewal. 
 
 

 Empty spaces, teaching spaces: dealing with feelings. 

 
We may fly to Saturn or Mars, yet we mostly do not know how to deal with fear, anger, and 
hatred. This is often left to the populists. The reasons for this are diverse and have deep rooted 
causes. In my opinion, they have to do with the orientation of our society towards reason and 
are shaped by the principle: “I think, therefore I am”. And not by: „I think and I feel, therefore I 
am“. This “empty space” may have the opportunity to become a “teaching space”, i.e. an area 
that is not only strengthened by educational measures but is also taken into consideration 
when developing strategies and actions – and not for manipulation purposes!  Society, media 
and politics are especially important here: Needs and feelings must be taken into account much 
more when we think and act.  
 
 



 Confidence and credibility 

 
The success of change processes significantly depends on the motivation of all participants – 
and thus, on how credible such a process is and on how much confidence the public has in the 
initiators and actors - as well as on how realistic the goals are. Nobody knows how the future 
will look like. There are no patent remedies or easy solutions. Yet, we can point out to positive 
experiences, showing how our society has always managed to deal with great challenges 
positively and constructively. To mention just a few amazing examples:  the reconstruction 
after the Second World War inspires confidence. Likewise, the peaceful civil movements in 
Eastern Europe that lead to the fall of the Iron Curtain and the Berlin Wall. And, as already 
mentioned, today we live in the most peaceful age in the history of mankind. 
 
 

 A vision of the future 

 
Again and again I notice that almost everybody talks about change, yet only a few wish for it to 
happen. This is understandable, for change is usually connected with great resistance: change 
contradicts our need for safety, which is a basic human need. Therefore, visions of the future 
should always be convincing, fascinating, and touching, so that they become more attractive 
than the defensive attitude adopted by people when dealing with change. Nevertheless, it is 
obvious that there is a lack of sustainable visions of the future, and the already existing visions 
are not acknowledged. Hence, the attention when dealing with change processes should focus 
from the beginning on the visions of the future. They need to come alive or be developed – in 
the general social discourse as well. In doing so, greater account should be taken of new 
participation procedures for the population and interactive cultural projects. 
 
 

2. Accessing previously unused opportunities and looking for allies 

 
Our attitude is not the only decisive factor when shaping a change process, but also the 
consideration of resources. They allow us to discover – sometimes even uncommon – 
opportunities, at our disposal. Examples include:  
 
 

 The role of art in times of change 
 
Art and culture are the basis of our human existence. They were and shall always be the 
forerunner and the resource of new developments, as well as essential bridge-builders between 
people with different cultural backgrounds. Both promote the dialogue with the “other” and 
question the “familiar”. Art and culture provide free space for new thinking, creativity, and 
innovation. Art conveys meaning and responds to deep human needs. Art and culture 



strengthen the identity, show the paths to freedom, facilitate a change of perspective and, last 
but not least, convey beauty and joie de vivre. Particularly in times of epoch-making changes, 
such as the one we are experiencing now, art is a central force for the experience of hope and 
shaping new challenges. These resources are too little used creatively, like, for instance, in the 
project “Strong in Hope - Visions of the Future for a new US” (Berlin, 2017), where art and social 
dialogue were interlinked. My exhibition served as an incentive for discussions in dialogue 
laboratories with more than 100 pioneers, on the topic of social change: “Which is the society 
we want to live in?“. The Austrian Cultural Forum Berlin and the European Forum Alpbach were 
the co-organizers of this event. The same concept, extended to include interactions with 
visitors, was used in 2019 in my project and the Exhibition “Trust//Change” supported by the 
Austrian Cultural Forum Warsaw. Nevertheless, such initiatives require long term perspectives 
and a broad impact, for these resources to be also acknowledged as such by the public. This is 
what is lacking. Therefore, the purpose of cultural and political initiatives could be to place 
further emphasis on this aspect, as well as to provide this resource within the political 
development process of social strategies.  The concept of “culture for all” could be extended to 
also include “culture for change”. 
 
 
 

 Cooperation with the media 

 
The media is capable, more than almost any other industry, to influence attitudes and 
defensive behaviors since it produces images. Images are more influential than any word or 
discourse. Visions of the future can be provided by the media. People in virtual worlds, in 
movies and videoclips, in ads, newspapers and magazines convey norms and attitudes, 
prejudices and opportunities for action. Precisely these behavioral models are those who may 
become models especially for children and youngsters, defining their future behavior – mostly 
by means of social media.  Alongside its positive effects, media can also have a negative 
influence, it may prompt fears and confusion and encourage violence. It may also further a 
feeling of helplessness and hopelessness. Yet, in order to reach young people and develop 
visions of the future, it is of central importance and should be involved from the beginning in all 
the processes.  
 
 

 Citizen participation 

 
Many studies have shown that people are not only disenchanted with politics, but also with 
democracy – and that they lack visions of the future. The wish to be more actively involved and, 
most of all, to be heard, grows steadily louder. This should become increasingly important, so 
that the abilities and talents of very different persons are better used, so that the feeling of 
helplessness is counteracted, and cohesion is strengthened. The desire to be involved is 
understandable especially in the societies guided by the motto: “I am acknowledged, therefore I 



am“. In order for the wish to participate to be realized, new procedures may be used, which, for 
example, have been developed in the Vorarlberg region or in Ireland – and which can also be 
used for the consolidation of the democracy by the German Bundestag. 
 
 

 Cooperation on a local level and the „identification of beacons“ 

 
The local level is an area which should become of highest priority during the change processes, 
since this is the place where the most different social forces, the different areas of life and 
profession come together. Last but not least, the results of the decisions taken on a local level 
are experienced most quickly. It has also been shown that the mayors have a special central 
role in change situations. They are closest to the population; they can act and react fast and 
usually have a direct and practical access to problems.  
And here there are also many initiatives from a wide range of areas that have initiated and 
shaped groundbreaking projects. These “success stories” of social change are partly already 
known or work closely within networks - on a local level and beyond. These beacons encourage 
and show us how change can succeed.  
 
 

 The need for public discourse and broad participation 

 
We need a broad public discourse on the following topic: “Which is the society we want to live 
in? How can we develop a society that grants development opportunities to all of us, 
individually, yet also to the community, that cultivates TOGETHERNESS and establishes a good 
balance between the two?” A public discourse that may be initiated by civil society and that 
concentrates on the challenge, to actively shape the profound change process of our time. A 
discourse involving the possibility for a new feeling of belonging and social responsibility to 
develop. This discourse should be attended by a large part of the population. Last but not least, 
the discourse should be supported by the media - and, above all, by the communities.  
 
 

III. The change has already started - we can only reinforce it. 

 
Our society faces a profound identity crisis, for we are confronted with profound change 
processes in almost all aspects of life - which are exacerbated by an enormous acceleration, by 
the lack of acknowledgement of the positive developments and the lack of visions of the future 
and now, by the coronavirus pandemic as well.  The civil society and organizations should also 
make use of the opportunities to seek out new solutions – like standing in front of a blank white 
sheet of paper. We have many reasons to trust, for there are guides in our expedition towards 
new continents. “We cannot direct the wind. But we can adjust the sails”, as Aristotle 
encourages us. 


