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Abstract
At the highest international political level, the United Nations declared the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) in 2015 after having announced (and later not fulfilled) the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) in 2000. This shift from the MDGs to the SDGs, in which the term development was replaced by 

the concept of sustainability, also demands a paradigm shift within the research field of development 

communication and communication for social change which needs to put the focus on sustainability, 

embracing the concept of sustainability communication as key when analyzing and practicing social 

change by the use of communication and media. The article unfolds this argument by explaining the 

political shift from the MDGs to the SDGs and the relevant research fields analyzing these different 

goals and then sketching the research areas of development communication and communication for 

social change as well as the one of sustainability communication. In bringing all these areas together, 

it is argued that the change of the political goals provokes the above mentioned paradigm shift in the 

research area of development communication. Transforming development communication into sus-

tainability communication also allows to focus the broad term of communication for social change on 

a specific aim – which is sustainability.
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1 Introduction

In 2000 the United Nations declared the eight 
Mil lennium Development Goals (MDGs) to 
overcome poverty and inequality worldwide – 
mainly in economic less and least developed 
countries.1 Fifteen years later, when the MDGs 

1 While the term developing countries is criti-
cized for its linear thinking and construction of 
the binary developed / not developed or under-
developed, alternative terms like Global South 
and Global North or Western / non-Western 
countries are also not appropriate because of 
their geographical generalizations. Therefore, 
I use the term economic less developed coun-
tries – stressing that I hereby refer to countries 
whose difficult economic situation leads to di-
verse social problems – having in mind that this 
is not the only reason for the diverse problems 
within these countries and that the term is still 
inappropriate. I follow Mohanty (2002, p. 506) 
who argues: “We are still working with a very 
imprecise and inadequate analytical language.”

should have been realized – but ha ve not, al-
though some progress has been made regard-
ing several goals  – the United Na tions (UN) 
passed the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) doubling and differen tia ting the goals 
while at the same time broadening the focus 
of the countries being res ponsible for action 
and the regions where to act – from only eco-
nomic less and least developed countries to 
all countries worldwide. 

In this article, it is argued that the trans-
formation from the MDGs to SDGs also de-
mands a paradigm shift in the research field 
of development communication and com-
munication for social change  – shifting the 
angle from development to sustainability, 
from development communication to sus-
tainability communication. This also implies 
to narrow down questions of social change to 
sustainability, focusing the broad term com-
munication for social change on sustainabili-
ty communication. 
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While theories of development commu-
nication and sustainability communication 
as well as empirical studies in the relevant 
research fields share questions of justice and 
participation, among others, there have been 
differences in the research questions and 
ambitions of the two fields as sustainability 
communication did not necessarily focus on 
social change itself. A complex part of the re-
search field deals with phenomena of science 
communication which does not automati-
cally imply that questions of social-ecolog-
ical transformation and justice are posed or 
faced. But as the article will show, there is a 
smaller section in this research field of sus-
tainability communication which puts media 
practices into the focus that try to contribute 
to sustainability – following similar aims that 
those practices have which are in the core 
interest of the research field of development 
communication. Pointing to these similari-
ties and differences, overlaps of the research 
fields become obvious and when looking at 
the phenomena that the research fields are 
in terested in, the necessity of a paradigm 
shift becomes apparent. Moreover, the UN 
and their current goals are a research ob-
ject for both research fields  – development 
commu nication and sustainability commu-
nication. On a theoretical level, the shift from 
the MDGs to the SDGs has not been reflect-
ed in the field of media and communication 
research in general and communication for 
development and social change in particular.

Moreover, although research in media 
and communication has stressed the relevan-
ce of sustainability as a research object and 
at the same time the responsibility of media 
and communication studies for sustainabili-
ty (e. g., Kannengießer, 2020a), this argument 
has not been implemented concretely in the 
field of development communication and so-
cial change. 

The article contributes to the research 
field of development communication de-
manding a paradigm shift in this field follow-
ing the political processes on the internation-
al level when discussing the political goals of 
the United Nations. It is this phenomenon, 
the goals of the UN and its theoretical im-
plications for the research field of develop-
ment communication, which connects the 
article to the Thematic Section in which it is 

published in as this section deals with the 
history of international organizations at their 
communication practices. The article puts 
the transformation of the MDGs to the SDGs 
and thereby goals of the United Nations into 
focus, and with it a phenomenon of more 
recent contemporary history, as well as the 
paradigm shift that is provoked by the shift in 
the goals within communication and media 
studies.

To unfold its argument, first, this article 
will describe the MDGs and SDGs and sum-
marize briefly the relevant interdisciplinary 
research fields that have dealt with these 
goals to allow a basic understanding for the 
then following theoretical discussion. In this 
theoretical discussion, which will be at the 
center of the second part of this article, dif-
ferent theories of development communica-
tion will be summarized in their historical 
appearance. While all approaches of devel-
opment communication focus in one way 
or the other on communication and social 
change, theories differ – mainly according to 
the then up-to-date paradigms of develop-
ment politics. In a third and fourth part, the 
concept of sustainability communication is 
defined and the relevant research field sum-
marized to bring the approaches of MDGs 
and SDGs as well as the theories in the field 
of development communication and sustain-
ability communication together, arguing that 
the international political paradigm shift also 
demands a shift in the underlying theories 
of development communication and social 
change – putting sustainability into the focus. 

2 From Millennium Development 
Goals to Sustainable Development 
Goals

The argument that a paradigm shift is needed 
in the research field of development commu-
nication, shifting theories of development 
communication and communication for so-
cial change to sustainability communication, 
is based on the change that can be perceived 
on the international level, where the UN de-
clared the Sustainable Development Goals 
after the period of the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals. 
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With the beginning of the new millenni-
um, the United Nations passed the MDGs to 
combat hunger, poverty, and inequality and 
promote education, environmental sustain-
ability, and global partnerships for develop-
ment:

In September 2000, building upon a decade of 

major United Nations conferences and summits, 

world leaders came together at United Nations 

Headquarters in New York to adopt the Millen-

nium Declaration, committing their nations to a 

new global partnership to reduce extreme pov-

erty and setting out a series of time-bound tar-

gets – with a deadline of 2015 – that have become 

known as the Millennium Development Goals. 

(United Nations, n. d.)

The MDGs encompass: “1) the eradication of 
extreme hunger and poverty, 2) the achieve-
ment of universal primary education, 3) the 
promotion of gender equality and the em-
powerment of women, 4) the reduction of 
child mortality, 5) the improvement of ma-
ternal heath, 6) the combat of HIV/AIDS, Ma-
laria and other diseases, 7) the assurance of 
environmental sustainability, and 8) the sup-
port of global partnerships for development.” 
The United Nations Millennium Declaration, 
which is underlying the MDGs, stresses the 
responsibility of the heads of states and gov-
ernments to “to uphold the principles of hu-
man dignity, equality and equity at the global 
level)” (General Assembly of the United Na-
tions, 2000, p. 1).

Research has analyzed the MDGs from 
different angles and with a focus on different 
topics: Studies focus on biodiversity (Sachs 
et  al., 2009) and forestry (Garrity, 2004), on 
health issues (Dodd  & Cassels, 2006) and 
human rights (Nelson, 2007), to give some 
examples  – ecological and social aspects in 
the MDGs and their relevance for develop-
ment have been taken into account. While 
some have stressed the importance of the 
MDGs (Fukuda-Parr, 2004), others criticized 
them from a perspective of “the South” (East-
erly, 2009; Samir, 2006), or pointed to the 
limitations of the MDGs (Fehling, Nelson, & 
Vankatapuram, 2013). 

Also, media and communication re-
search has put the MDGs into its focus, analy-
zing how the goals are covered in certain me-

dia content (e. g., Kayode  & Adeniran, 2012; 
McArthur  & Zhang, 2018) or looking at the 
role information and communication tech-
nologies have for achieving the MDGs (e. g., 
case studies in Kaur & Tao, 2014; Vilanilam, 
2009).

In the Millennium Development Goals 
Re port from 2015, the United Nations state 
that there is a “reason to celebrate” (United 
Nations, 2015, p. 4), as they perceive a great 
success regarding the fulfillment of the eight 
different goals. That the reason to celebrate 
might be euphemistic becomes obvious 
when looking at the SDGs which have been 
de clared by the UN in 2015. As the MDGs 
have not been fulfilled they are integrated or 
modified into the SDGs which now encom-
pass 17 goals.

While in the MDGs, sustainability has 
been reduced to ecological aspects in goal 
number 7 to “ensure environmental sustain-
ability” (see above), the SDGs apply a broad-
er understanding of sustainability integrating 
ecological, economic, and social aspects (for 
a detailed definition of the concept of sus-
tainability, see below). 

In the Agenda 2030 (General Assembly 
of the United Nations, 2015) that is underly-
ing the SDGs, the heads of states admit the 
shortcomings of the realization of the MDGs 
(General Assembly of the United Nations, 
2015, p. 1) and express the overall ambition: 
“We are resolved to free the human race from 
the tyranny of poverty and want and to heal 
and secure our planet.” (General Assembly of 
the United Nations, 2015, p.  1). The 17 con-
crete goals that are listed and explained in 
the Agenda 2030 are:

 › Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms every-
where, Goal  2. End hunger, achieve food 
security and improved nutrition and pro-
mote sustainable agriculture, Goal 3. En-
sure healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all at all ages, Goal 4. Ensure inclusive 
and equitable quality education and pro-
mote lifelong learning opportunities for 
all, Goal  5. Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls, Goal  6. 
Ensure availability and sustainable man-
agement of water and sanitation for all, 
Goal  7. Ensure access to affordable, reli-
able, sustainable and modern energy for 
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all, Goal  8. Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and decent 
work for all, Goal  9. Build resilient infra-
structure, promote inclusive and sustain-
able industrialization and foster innova-
tion, Goal 10. Reduce inequality within 
and among countries, Goal 11. Make cities 
and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable, Goal 12. Ensure 
sustainable consumption and production 
patterns, Goal  13. Take urgent action to 
combat climate change and its impacts, 
Goal  14. Conserve and sustainably use 
the oceans, seas and marine resources 
for sustainable development, Goal  15. 
Protect, restore and promote sustainable 
use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 
manage forests, combat desertification, 
and halt and reverse land degradation 
and halt biodiversity loss, Goal  16. Pro-
mote peaceful and inclusive societies for 
sustainable development, provide access 
to justice for all and build effective, ac-
countable and inclusive institutions at all 
levels, Goal  17. Strengthen the means of 
implementation and revitalize the Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Development 
(General Assembly of the United Nations, 
2015, p. 1; see Figure 1). 

One hundred and sixty-nine targets specify 
the 17  goals. While some goals such as the 
eradication of poverty and hunger in goals 
number 1 and 2 or the attainment of gen-
der equality refer back to the MDGs, others 
such as the insurance of access to energy in 
goal number 7 or the promotion of economic 
growth in goal number 8 are new goals.

Although the Agenda 2030 aims at ful-
filling the SDGs until 2030, research has 
already analyzed the goals from different 
perspecti ves: from health (Buse  & Hawkes, 
2015) to gen der (Esquivel  & Sweetman, 
2016), from education (Owens, 2017) to gov-
ernance (Vij ge et al., 2020). For different case 
studies on the SDGs see Hickmann, Lederer, 
Marquardt, Schwindenhammer, and Wei-
land (2021). Different aspects of the SDGs 
have been analyzed – also from a critical per-
spective, as e. g., contradictions within the 
goals can be perceived as it is questionable if 
econo mic growth, which is part of goal 8, can 
be sustai nable at all. 

Also, media and communication re-
search has been analyzing the SDGs: e. g., the 
role of information and communication tech-
nologies in the SDGs (Wu, Guo, Huang, Liu, & 
Xiang, 2018) or the potential of informa-
tion and communication technologies for 
the achievement of the SDGs (Kurz, 2021; 

Figure 1: The Sustainable Development Goals

Source: www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment.

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment


Kannengießer / Studies in Communication Sciences 23.1 (2023), pp. 121–135 125

Sachs et al., 2016) as well as the relevance of 
artificial intelligence in achieving the SDGs 
(Vinuesa et al., 2020). 

Looking at the shift from the MDGs to 
the SDGs by briefly comparing them, it can 
be stated that the SDGs are not only more 
complex than the MDGs and more precise, 
but they also put all nations worldwide into 
a responsible position of acting for a sus-
tainable development: While the MDGs sta-
ted the responsibility of all countries, the 
location where the necessity of action for 
development was mainly perceived in eco-
nomically less deve loped countries. In the 
SDGs all nations become relevant not only 
regarding their responsibilities but also as 
localities where action needs to be taken, 
e. g., in form of responsible consumption in 
today’s consumer societies in European or 
Northern American countries in goal num-
ber 12. Moreover, as stated above, the SDGs 
follow a broader understanding of the term 
sustainability than the MDGs did – which will 
become clearer in the following section.

On a theoretical level, the shift from the 
MDGs to the SDGs has not been reflected 
in the field of media and communication 
research in general and communication for 
development and social change in partic-
ular. Therefore, on the basis of the explana-
tions about the MDGs and the SDGs, theo-
ries in development communication will be 
sketched to be able to argue that also a shift 
has to be undertaken on a theoretical level, 
turning development communication into 
sustainability communication. On the basis 
of the above given explanations about the 
MDGs and SDGs, in the following sections, 
first, different theories in the research field of 
development communication are presented. 
Second, the concept of sustainability com-
munication is defined and the relevant re-
search field of sustainability communication 
sketched to finally argue that a paradigm shift 
is again needed in theories and practices in 
the field of development communication or 
communication for social change to face cur-
rent socio-ecological challenges worldwide. 

3 Development communication and 
communication for social change

Development communication was defined 
as “the sharing of knowledge aimed at reach-
ing a consensus for action that takes into ac-
count the interests, needs and capacities of 
all concerned” (Servas, 2002, p. 1). There are 
numerous publications which give overviews 
about the different theoretical approaches 
within the field of development communica-
tion and social change (e. g., Hamidi & Miel-
ke Möglich, 2021; Melkote  & Steeves, 2015; 
Wilkens, Tufte, & Obregon, 2014). 

Early approaches within the field of de-
velopment communication follow the aim 
of “modernization.” Prominent actors of this 
paradigm were Daniel Lerner and Wilbur 
Schramm. Modernization theories construct-
ed a binary system consisting of “developed” 
and “less developed” countries  – the latter 
striving (or were forced to strive) for “mod-
ernization.” Media were perceived as playing 
a crucial role within this “modernization pro-
cess.” Schramm (1964, pp. 141, 144) argued:

It goes without saying that underdeveloped 

countries have underdeveloped communication 

systems, too. [...] In the service of national de-

velopment, the mass media are agents of social 

change. […] It is generally the increasing flow of 

information that plants the seed of change.

Following the above given definition of the 
term development communication which 
stresses that the sharing of ideas is in the core 
of the concept, mass media were perceived 
as “the vehicles for transferring new ideas 
from the West to the Third World and from 
urban areas to rural countryside” (Melkote, 
2002, p. 424).

Modernization theory was widely crit-
icized for the construction of this binary 
and the linear thinking of development, its 
Eurocentrism and its ignorance of negative 
side effects of modernization (e. g., Beck-
er, 1984, p.  27). Responding to this critique 
and acknowledging the role of “developed“ 
countries, “dependence theories” stressed 
that the “underdevelopment” of countries in 
Africa, Asia, and Latin America resulted from 
colonialism and imperialism (Baars, 2000, 
p.  349). Dependency theory was mainly de-
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veloped by Latin American social scientists: 
“The ‘dependistas’ were primarily concerned 
with the effects of dependency in peripheral 
countries, but implicit in their analysis was 
the idea that development and underdevel-
opment must be understood in the context 
of the world system“ (Servas, 2002, p. 8). The 
role of media was perceived as being embed-
ded in these processes of dependency (Hepp, 
2006, p. 42).

In the 1990s a further turn happened 
in the field of development communica-
tion stressing the relevance of the people: 
the concepts of empowerment communi-
cation (e. g., UNDP, 2006) and participatory 
communication (e. g., Morris, 2003; Tufte  & 
Mefalopulos, 2009). This paradigm shift 
happened in line with the diffusion of the 
Internet in many parts of the world, which 
seemed to be a technology that allowed the 
participation of local and marginalized peo-
ple in contrast to mass media where mostly 
only media professionals were producing 
the media content. Community media, often 
community radio (Kannengießer, 2006), pro-
vided an exception in the era of mass media 
as here also non-media-professionals were 
able to express their voice via media in many 
countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

Similar to empowerment communica-
tion, also the concept of participatory deve-
lop ment communication “is about en-
cou raging community participation with 
de  ve lop  ment initiatives through a strategic 
ut i lization of various communication strate-
gies” (Bassette, 2004, p. 1), while

Communication for Empowerment is an ap-

proach that puts the information and communi-

cation needs and interests of disempowered and 

marginalized groups at the center of media sup-

port. The aim of communication for empower-

ment is to ensure that the media has the capac-

ity and capability to generate and provide the 

information that marginalized groups want and 

need and to provide a channel for marginalized 

groups to discuss and voice their perspectives on 

the issues that most concern them. (UNDP, 2006, 

p. 8)

This citation also shows that UN organiza-
tions played (and play) a crucial role within 

the paradigm shifts and definitions of devel-
opment communication.

The MDGs were declared within this 
paradigm of development communication 
focusing on the people in economic less de-
veloped countries which should be empow-
ered also through the use of media (technol-
ogies). 

With intensifying globalization processes 
and the development of the “network society” 
(Castells, 2000; van Dijk, 2006) in which net-
works are the main metaphor of society, the 
translocal character of empowerment com-
munication increases as more and more in-
ternational networks of (non-governmental) 
actors and organizations are formed which 
use media and communication as tools for 
empowerment (Kannengießer, 2017a). 

The internationalization of communi-
cation and media studies due to the global-
ization of academia also let to the demand 
of de-westernizing the discipline (e. g., Cur-
ran & Park, 2000; Waisbord, 2015) which also 
meant and still means for the field of devel-
opment communication that not only phe-
nomena in African, Asian and Latin Ameri-
can countries are research objects of the field 
but that scholars from these countries and 
their studies, theories and perspectives must 
get an increasing relevance in media and 
communication studies worldwide.

A more recent perspective in the field 
of development communication is the more 
general concept of communication for so-
cial change. While the term development 
communication never lost its implication of 
modernization and dependency, the concept 
of communication for social change stressed 
the relevance of societal transformation 
striving for more social justice. “Communi-
cation for social change is a way of thinking 
and practice that puts people in control of 
the means and content of communication 
processes” (Gumucio-Dagron & Tufte, 2006, 
p. xix). Tufte (2017) stresses the relevance of 
citizens in processes of communication for 
social change. 

Hamidi and Mielke Möglich (2021, 
p.  572) already stress the relevance of the 
SDGs and sustainability communication 
for the research field of communication for 
social change, but reduce sustainability to 
its ecological dimension (Hamidi  & Mielke 
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Möglich, 2021, p.  573) and argue that com-
munication for social change focuses on the 
structural conditions of social inequalities 
(Hamidi & Mielke Möglich, 2021, p. 575). In 
the following section, a broader understand-
ing of the term sustainability is unfolded 
while at the same time a more differentiated 
understanding of sustainability communi-
cation is being used which assumes that not 
only the structural terms need to be analyzed 
in the field of development communication 
but also discourses and practices.

4 Four research fields in 
sustainability communication

The shift from the MDGs to the SDGs, that 
was explained above, as well as the descrip-
tion of the research field of development 
communication led to the question if an-
other paradigm shift is necessary within the 
research field of development communica-
tion introducing the concept of sustainability 
communication.

To undertake this argument, I will define 
the terms sustainability and sustainability 
communication and then briefly outline the 
research field of sustainability communica-
tion, finally bringing together all sections of 
the article arguing that we need a theoreti-
cal shift in the research field of development 
communication following the political turn 
from the MDGs to the SDGs (some parts of 
the first section of this subchapter have been 
taken from Kannengießer, 2021). 

The article follows the broad definition 
of sustainability that was defined by the 
“Brundtland report”, understanding sustain-
able development as a “development that 
meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs” (World Commission 
on Environment and Development, 1987). 
The Brundtland report has been criticized for 
different aspects, e. g., arguing for sustainable 
economic growth, while economic growth 
cannot be sustainable as growth exploits nat-
ural resources that are finite (e. g., Hopwood, 
Mellor,  & O’Brien, 2005, p.  40). Neverthe-
less, the broadness of this definition allows 
to address ecological, economic, social, and 
cultural aspects of sustainability. Moreover, 

following this definition, not only inter-gen-
erational justice needs to be demanded 
(claiming to allow future generations to fulfill 
their needs) but also intra-generational jus-
tice, calling for realizing a “good life” for all 
people who are living on earth nowadays  – 
and not only people but all creatures. The 
Brundtland report and also the SDGs put the 
term sustainable development and thereby a 
process that strives for sustainability into the 
focus. Sustainability itself can be perceived 
as a normative concept which implies inter- 
and intra-generational justice.

Following a broad understanding of sus-
tainability, the term sustainability communi-
cation is defined:

as all communicative practices, mediated or 

non-mediated, which deal with any aspect of 

sustainability (either related to the ecological, 

economic and/or social dimension), that is, re-

ferring to any aspect which deals with the consis-

tency of current phenomena and developments 

with future as well as present needs of all living 

creatures. (Kannengießer, 2021)

These definitions of sustainability and sus-
tainability communication go along with the 
idea of the SDGs, stressing the relevance of 
action by all nations in all regions aiming at 
meeting the needs of all people worldwide as 
well as future generations. Sustainability is 
an issue in all dimension of media communi-
cation: in media production, media content, 
media reception, and media practices. 

Therefore, in media and communication 
research sustainability is an object which is 
analyzed 1) in relation to the producers of me-
dia content in e. g., journalism studies, public 
relation studies, or studies in corporate com-
munication; 2) regarding the representations 
of sustainability in media content and its dis-
tribution; 3) focusing the reception of these 
media representations and the effects of these 
representations on media users, and 4) deal-
ing with the appropriation and production of 
media technologies with which different ac-
tors try to contribute to sustainability. What 
the first three research areas have in common 
is a current focus on the ecological dimen-
sion of sustainability and here mainly climate 
(change) communication. 
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In some of these areas, an overlap be-
tween sustainability communication and 
development communication can be iden-
tified. Especially in the fourth area which 
analyzes how media and communication 
can be used to contribute to sustainability, 
the relevance of economic less developed 
countries is analy zed either as they are the 
localities where resources for digital media 
technologies are extracted under not sustain-
able conditions (Bleischwitz, Dittrich, & Pier-
dicca, 2012), or as digital media technologies 
are disposed under socio-ecological severe 
conditions in these contexts (e. g., Gabrys, 
2011; Kaitatzi-Whitlock, 2015) but also as in 
these countries media are used to contribute 
to sustainability (Harvey, 2011; Young & Mc-
Comas, 2016).

To better understand the demand for a 
shift in the theories of social change and de-
ve lopment communication toward sustai-
n ability communication, the four research 
areas that have been identified are sketched. 

A first research field that focuses the pro-
ducers of media content takes a closer look 
at these actors and analyzes not only the 
actors themselves but also the way journa-
lists, public relations actors, actors within 
both non-governmental organizations and 
cor porations, produce media content re-
lated to sustainability. For example, studies 
analyze the perceptions of journalists of cli-
mate change (Brüggemann & Engesser, 2014, 
2017); examine networks between journalists 
and public relations actors (Lück, Wozniak, & 
Wessler, 2016), or put the focus on sustain-
ability communication by corporations and 
non-profit organizations (Ott, Wang,  & Bor-
tree, 2016).

A second research field puts the media 
content into focus analyzing how issues of 
sustainability are represented in different 
media: The main focus has been on print 
media analyzing representations of sustain-
ability e. g., in German newspapers (Fischer, 
Haucke, & Sundermann, 2017) or comparing 
English speaking print media in Thailand, 
Malaysia, Vietnam, Indonesia, the Philip-
pines, and Hong Kong (Nash & Bacon, 2006). 
Only few studies deal with visual elements 
of media communication, e. g., in climate 
reporting (Hahn, Eide,  & Ali, 2012). Also, 
the content of online media such as weblogs 

(e. g., Vollberg, 2018), or social networking 
sides is focussed, Twitter being one of the 
most popular objects of research analyzing 
online discourses on climate change (e. g., 
Jang & Hart, 2015; Kirilenko & Stepchenkova, 
2014; Pearce, Holmberg, Hellsten, & Nerlich, 
2014). Moreover, the distribution of media 
content and its socio-ecological effects is an-
alyzed, e. g., the emissions of video or audio 
streaming (Cook, 2017).

A third research area is located in media 
reception and effect studies analyzing how 
the users perceive media content which deals 
with sustainability and how this content ef-
fects users.2 As stated above, the focus is on 
climate communication in this research area. 
Studies in this area show contrary effects 
of mass media on recipients’ attitudes and 
behavior: On the one hand, they argue that 
mass media have an effect on recipients’ at-
titudes (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, 
Smith,  & Dawson, 2012) although, on the 
other hand, studies argue that media have 
little effect on recipients’ attitudes and be-
havior (e. g., Peters & Heinrichs, 2005). Alter-
natively, it is argued that the media effects on 
recipients are ambivalent and that no long-
term effects can be perceived (Arlt, Hoppe, & 
Wolling, 2010, p.  22). Besides media effects, 
the expectations of recipients regarding me-
dia content are examined (Olausson, 2011; 
Taddicken & Wicke, 2019). 

A fourth research field analyzes how dif-
ferent actors appropriate and produce media 
technologies to contribute to a sustainable 
society. Repairing is analyzed as one example 
for the appropriation of media technologies 
through which people try to act in a more sus-
tainable way with the media devices they use. 
Studies show that people repair the media 
devices they own to prolong the lifespan of 
existing media apparatuses to avoid the pro-
duction of waste and to conserve resources 
(Kannengießer, 2017b). The practice of repair 
is also analyzed in economic less developed 
countries (e. g., Jackson, Pompe, & Krieshok, 
2011), although not from a perspective of sus-
tainability but through the lens of theories of 
communication for development and social 
change. Another part of this fourth research 

2  The following section describing this research 
area has been taken from Kannengießer (2021).
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field deals with the production of media tech-
nologies aiming at contributing to sustain-
ability. Here, media technologies that should 
be produced under fair working conditions 
with sustainable resources are analyzed (e. g., 
Kannengießer, 2020b; van der Velden, 2014, 
2018). 

Across the studies which analyze the 
production and appropriation of digital me-
dia technologies with the aim of sustainabil-
ity, it becomes apparent that the materiality 
of media technologies is highly relevant for 
media practices with which people try to 
contribute to sustainability. People question 
the socio-ecological effects of the production 
and disposal of media technologies, which 
mainly happen in economic less developed 
countries (see above), and try to avoid con-
tributing to these effects with their media 
practices, for example, by repairing media 
technologies or by producing fair media de-
vices (Kannengießer, 2020b).

This brief summary of the research field 
of sustainability communication shows that 
although studies analyzing sustainability 
communication do not necessarily deal with 
social transformation as the field of develop-
ment communication and communication 
for social change does. Still, questions of 
so cio-ecological transformation and justice 
and the question how media (as content and 
technologies) can be used to contribute to 
sus tainability are posed.

In the upcoming section, the previous 
sections about the different UN goals as well 
as the summaries of the research fields on 
development communication and commu-
nication for social change and sustainabili-
ty communication are brought together, to 
unfold the main argument of the article that 
a paradigm shift is needed in the field of de-
velopment communication embracing the 
concept of sustainability communication to 
follow the shift in international politics.

5 From the MDGs to the SDGs – 
Transforming development 
communication to sustainability 
communication

Bringing theories of communication for de-
velopment and social change together with 

approaches of sustainability communication 
and linking both to the shift from the MDGs 
to the SDGs on the global political level, at 
least three theoretical assumptions can be 
expressed:

1) Theories of communication for develop-
ment have a long tradition in media and 
communication research and are inter-
linked with the MDGs on a global political 
level. These theories as well as political 
goals focus on economic less and least de-
veloped countries as the localities where 
social change is needed. Moreover, these 
theories and goals can be perceived as be-
ing in the tradition of modernization theo-
ry constructing the idea of a linear process 
of development that strives for (econom-
ic) “developed” states – using also media 
and communication for this process. 

2) Theories and approaches of sustainability 
communication are interlinked with the 
SDGs not only demanding action by all 
nations worldwide regarding a sustainable 
future but also stressing the relevance of 
inter- and intra-generational justice. The 
development is constructed less linear as 
interdependencies between different na-
tions are revealed. Moreover, the political 
areas in which action needs to be taken, 
are more complex compared to the MDGs 
and thereby, also media and communi-
cation have a more complex role – which 
is true for all dimensions, namely media 
content, production, and appropriation. 

3) Taking the first two assumptions together, 
it is argued that theories of communica-
tion for development and social change 
need to follow the shift from the MDGs 
to the SDGs widening the scope regard-
ing relevant regions where social change 
needs to be taken as broadening the 
group of actors which is responsible for 
this action and lastly, acknowledging that 
a socio-ecological transformation needs 
to take place worldwide in all societal ar-
eas. Media and communication can play 
a crucial role in supporting the realization 
of these goals while at the same time (as 
the research field of media practices and 
sustainability that was summarized above 
shows), shaping media technologies and 
current processes of digitization more 
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sustainable is an additional goal which is 
not included in the SDGs but is of press-
ing relevance when looking at the above 
mentioned socio-ecological effects of the 
production, appropriation and disposal of 
digital media technologies.

6 Conclusion: Facing political and 
theoretical challenges through 
a shift from development 
communication to sustainability 
communication

In this article, it was argued that the trans-
formation from the MDGs to SDGs also de-
mands a paradigm shift in the research field 
of development communication and com-
munication for social change  – shifting the 
angle from development to sustainability, 
from development communication to sus-
tainability communication and narrowing 
down the broad concept of communication 
for social change to sustainability. 

To unfold this argument, the MDGs and 
SDGs and their relevant research areas were 
described. Already here, studies have been 
re ferred to which stress the relevance of me-
dia and communication for development and 
sustainability – relating to the specific goals. 

Then the research areas of development 
communication and communication for 
social change as well as sustainability com-
munication have been sketched. In the latter, 
also the relevance of economic less devel-
oped countries has been revealed  – being 
localities where resources for digital media 
technologies are extracted under not sustain-
able conditions, or where digital media tech-
nologies are disposed under socio-ecological 
severe conditions. But it was also pointed to 
the fact that media are used to contribute to 
sustainability in economic less developed 
countries. 

Theories of development communica-
tion and sustainability communication an-
alyze phenomena and processes of social 
change – the former focusing economic less 
de ve loped countries, the latter broadening 
the perspective and looking at all countries 
worl wide but also at the interrelation be-
tween North and South, East and West. Often 
these theories take a normative perspective, 

theorizing how media and communication 
can be used for social change to face the chal-
lenges in economic less developed countries 
within the theories of development commu-
nication, or to shape all societies worldwide 
in a more sustainable way. 

Taking this normative perspective the-
ories in development communication and 
sus tainability communication go along with 
the MDGs and the SDGs – the former aiming 
at development in economic less developed 
countries and the latter aiming at sustain-
ability in all countries worldwide. Although 
it was argued that these goals also have to 
be perceived from a critical perspective, as 
the SDGs for example imply contradictions 
among themselves, nevertheless they aim 
for a more just world and according to the 
Brundtland definition of sustainability aim 
at meeting the needs of current and future 
generations. What distinguishes the goals is 
for example a shift regarding responsibili-
ty: While the MDGs focused on actions that 
needed to be taken in economic less de-
veloped countries, the SDGs call for action 
worldwide and stress the responsibilities for 
the industrialized consumer societies. 

Accordingly, a shift in the paradigm 
with in the field of development communi  ca-
tion and communication for social change, 
re  placing development communication 
through sustainability communication stre s-
ses the relevance of media and communica-
tion for social change in all countries and 
the reby also allows to reflect the responsibi-
lities of actors worldwide from a normative 
perspective. Moreover, relating the theory of 
sustainability communication to the SDGs 
allows for broadening the research focus tak-
ing into account all relevant research fields 
that are represented by the 17 goals. Finally, 
transforming the concept of development 
communication into sustainability com-
munication allows to ask how future gener-
ations will be able to fulfill their needs and 
not only take current generations and their 
needs into account. 

Having said that we can identify a re-
sponsibility of media and communication 
research (Kannengießer, 2020a), which also 
applies to the research field of development 
communication: Scholars within this re-
search field not only need to analyze chal-
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lenges and problems regarding development 
and sustainability but also phenomena and 
processes which aim at sustainability and so-
cio-ecological transformation – to contribute 
to the option for current and future genera-
tions to live a good life. 
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