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Abstract
Climate anxiety discourse focuses predominantly on individualised and potentially mentally disturbing aspects of emotional responses to the awareness of
climate change which can silence the mobilising charge of climate change emotions. We critically examine this perspective and explore the range, context,
and perceived effects of emotions experienced in relation to climate change based on 33 in-depth interviews with people self-identi�ed as highly concerned
about this issue in the context of oil-wealthy Norway. Thematic analysis revealed that lived emotional experience of concern about climate change was
characterised by a complex palette of co-occurring and dynamically linked emotions reported in relation to 16 evocative themes. We analyse the perceived
effects of these emotions focusing on �ve areas: participants' mood and wellbeing, concerns about existing and hypothetical children, feelings of
alienation, the responsibility for the climate situation, and positive experience in the context of climate change. We discuss the psychological, social and
political implications of participants' emotional experience, considering the Norwegian context, and we conclude that it goes beyond potentially debilitating
and paralysing feelings, and includes politically charged moral anger, and collective guilt, as well as love for nature, and a sense of community around
collective climate action.

1. Introduction
The scale of the current global climate crisis and the available knowledge about disastrous future events related to climate change are unprecedented in
human history. On these grounds, concern for climate issues is on the rise. For example, the biggest ever opinion poll on climate change across 50 countries
showed that 64% of people considered climate change a global emergency (UNDP & University of Oxford, 2021). In addition, the median percentage of
population across 23 nations considering climate change a major threat to their country has gone up from 56% in 2013 to 67% in 2018 (Poushter & Huang,
2019). In 2020, climate change remained one of the greatest perceived threats across countries despite the global spread of the new dangerous coronavirus
(Poushter & Huang, 2020).

            Recently, emotional aspects of concern about climate change have become an increasingly popular topic in Western discourses. Google searches for
“climate anxiety” soared 565% between October 2020 and October 2021 (Yoder, 2021), and numerous stories about “climate anxiety” have appeared in the
media. For example an article from The Guardian entitled ‘Overwhelming and terrifying’: the rise of climate anxiety included a warning from psychologists:
“(...) the impact [of climate change] can be debilitating for the growing number of  people overwhelmed by the scienti�c reality of ecological breakdown”
(Taylor & Murray, 2020). There has also been an increasing research interest in this topic with a focus on psychopathological aspects of emotional
responses around concern about climate change (Clayton, 2020). However, presenting strong emotions about the political problem of climate change as
representative of mental disorder and potentially detrimental de-legitimises such reactions and diminishes their mobilising charge to strive for structural
changes (Theodossopoulos, 2014).

In this paper, we intend to re�ect on the psychological discourse on “climate anxiety” which concentrates predominantly on individualised and potentially
mentally disturbing aspects of emotional responses to climate change. Considering limited empirical evidence regarding the breadth and meanings of
emotional experience of climate change among highly concerned people in places shielded geographically and economically from the most dire effects of
climate change, as well as bearing in mind that the complex ways in which people emotionally experience climate change to large extent steer their mental
and behavioural reactions to this problem, we aim to exploratorily systematise the range, context, and perceived effects of emotions around this issue in a
group of people self-identi�ed as highly concerned about the topic. We do not aim to create a representative picture of the emotional landscape in the whole
population, but deliberately focus on this highly engaged group to learn how more intense emotional responses unfold. We conduct our exploration in
Norway, one of the most climate change resilient countries (King & Jones, 2021), but also one of the world’s largest oil producers (EIA, 2019; Topdahl et al.,
2021), with considerable power for in�uencing global climate politics. Our exploratory research provides rich bottom-up data on the interpretive context of
emotions of people highly concerned about climate change and their psychological, social and political implications. 

In the following sections, we brie�y review the existing literature on “climate anxiety” and other emotions people experience in connection with climate
change, and we present the rationale and the social and spatial context of our study in more detail. We then move on to describe the research methods and
the results of our exploratory in-depth interviews. This is followed by a discussion, in which we critically consider the psychological, social and political
implications of emotions associated with high concern about climate change.

2. Mental Distress Around Concern About Climate Change
Psychological research on the emotional and mental health impacts of environmental problems dates back to the studies on psychosocial morbidity in
response to environmental stressors (Baum & Fleming, 1993). In this vein, a growing body of research documents mental health effects of physical, social
and economic impacts of climate change (for reviews see: Clayton et al., 2017; Hayes et al., 2018; Palinkas & Wong, 2020). Within this framework, the
observation that the mere awareness and anticipation of the consequences of the climate crisis could result in negative effects for mental health is a
relatively new �eld of inquiry (Clayton et al., 2014; Whitmee et al., 2015).

An increasing number of studies examine the association between negative emotions around climate change concern and an individual's mental health.
Small but signi�cant positive links between climate change distress, de�ned two-dimensionally in terms of anxiety and hopelessness, and clinically
signi�cant general depression, anxiety, and stress were found in a student and general public sample in Australia (Searle & Gow, 2010). More recently, a
study on a sample of adult online research platform users from the US showed that perceived environmental stress, including stress about climate change,
was positively associated with depressive symptoms (Helm et al., 2018). Another online study in the US found that “climate change anxiety”, measured on
the scales of cognitive-emotional impairment and functional impairment, was strongly positively correlated with general anxiety and depression (Clayton &
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Karazsia, 2020). Similarly, in a nationally representative sample of Austrialians, anxiety experienced in response to climate change or environmental
degradation and the feelings of depression and misery about climate change were related to lower mental wellbeing (Stanley et al., 2021). In a survey
across 25 countries negative emotions around climate change were associated with the symptoms of insomnia (Ogunbode et al., 2021). 

What is notable in the above studies is the lack of uniformity in the approaches to emotions related to concern about climate change and di�culty in
situating them as separate phenomena from mental distress in general.  Three out of �ve studies presented above borrowed items from existing
questionnaires on mental health symptoms of anxiety, depression or more general mental distress, and presented them in the context of climate change. It
should be no surprise then that they found associations between elevated “climate change distress” or “climate change anxiety”, and symptoms of mental
health issues. Since the studies were cross-sectional, it is di�cult to say whether emotions around climate change concern contributed to poorer mental
health or whether people experiencing symptoms of mental health distress, experience them also in relation to climate change. 

Besides, such dominating focus on the psychopathological aspects of concern about climate change might take the attention away from the motivational
charge of strong emotions. According to the environmental cognitive stress model of global warming, negative emotions around appraising climate change
as a threat, and the appraisal of one’s coping resources can also lead to climate action as a form of problem-focused coping with climate change concern
(Higginbotham et al., 2014).

3. Emotions In The Context Of Climate Change
Existing research in psychology demonstrates the important role of emotions for people’s behaviour in the context of climate change. For example, in a
meta-analysis of factors in�uencing people’s individual adjustments to reduce or avoid negative impacts of climate change, conducted based on data from
23 countries across the world, negative affect was one of the strongest predictors of adaptation behaviour (van Valkengoed & Steg, 2019). Similarly, strong
emotional experience of climate change predicted climate change policy support in Australia (Wang et al., 2018), and in a study on a nationally
representative sample in the US strong emotions performed better than a set of variables usually associated most strongly with pro-environmental
engagement such as cultural worldviews and sociodemographic variables (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014). In experimental studies conducted in Denmark and
the US, climate change narratives evoking heightened emotional arousal predicted pro-environmental behaviour signi�cantly better than messages lacking
emotion-evoking qualities (Morris et al., 2019). In the same vein,  in research conducted in the US and Germany, inducing the discrete emotions of guilt, fear,
worry, and sadness encouraged pro-environmental behaviour and behavioural intentions (Rees et al., 2015; Skurka et al., 2018; Swim & Bloodhart, 2015).

            Nationally representative surveys demonstrate that people express a wide range of climate change emotions. In the US, 62% of Americans associated
global warming with worry and interest, while about 40% linked it with feeling disgust, helplessness, hopefulness, anger, and fear (Leiserowitz et al. 2018). A
similar study in Greenland showed that about 4 in 10 respondents reported feeling very or moderately hopeful and afraid about climate change, 3 in 10
declared feeling happy and the feelings of sadness, disgust, hopelessness, guilt and anger were expressed by around 2 in 10 Greenlanders (Minor et al.,
2019).

 It is important to note, however, that emotions are of multidimensional quality, and involve a combination of simple feeling-states with cognitive appraisals
of contextual, inter- and intrapersonal factors, as well as various motivational tendencies (Barrett, 2006, 2017). Although there is no scienti�c consensus on
the de�nition of emotion, in the recent psychology literature they are considered to be mental concepts constructed “in the moment” to give meaning to

bodily sensations
[1]

 (Barrett, 2017). Considering the multidimensionality of emotional experience, emotional responses, especially to issues as complex as
climate change, should not be treated simplistically (Chapman 2017). To understand emotional responses to climate change and their implications, it is
essential to consider the wider context of emotional experience, and to view it in a situated perspective.

Qualitative studies paint a more nuanced picture of the emotional experience of climate change. In an extensive research on social representations of
energy and climate change in the general population across Hungary, the Czech Republic, Germany, the Netherlands, and Scotland, the interviewees often
referred to emotions. They expressed predominantly worry and fear about the conditions of life for future generations, confusion, resignation, and
powerlessness about tackling the problem of climate change, as well as disappointment with politics and society (Fischer et al., 2012). In the US, Wisconsin
community members’ narratives about living amid climate change centred around the feelings of uncertainty, powerlessness, and isolation entwined with
the perceptions of ecological loss, being a part of harmful structures, and the awareness of the global scale of the climate crisis (Kemkes & Akerman, 2019).
Despite these feelings and the diffuse causes and consequences of climate change that, in contrast to many other environmental problems, make it di�cult
to refer to a local space, many people remained engaged in the topic and willing to take action. This is not always the case. The powerlessness in face of
environmental changes brought by climate change among coastal residents in California left them with unsettled feelings of loss, helplessness and
frustration (Moser, 2013). 

The experience of such negative emotions can be deeply unpleasant and people engage in various strategies to avoid them (Lertzman, 2015). For example,
Kari Norgaard (2006) described how fear of loss of ontological security, helplessness and guilt could be seen as a source of collective avoiding of the topic
of climate change in a small Norwegian town. Similarly, Australian climate scientists engaged in a number of strategies to manage their di�cult emotions
around their engagement in the topic of climate change (Head & Harada, 2017). Such emotion management contributed to constituting everyday climate
change denial (Norgaard, 2011) which points to the complexity of emotional responses to climate change in the context of the social norms of staying
positive (Head & Harada, 2017). At the same time, even people who self-identify as climate change sceptics in the U.S. expressed worry and dread upon
perceptions that their personally relevant objects and places were being threatened by the changing climate (Haltinner et al., 2021).

While qualitative studies on climate change emotions in the general population and among climate change sceptics have generated valuable insights into
understanding people’s reactions to ideas about climate change, to our knowledge, only one study adopted an exploratory qualitative approach to shed light
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onto emotions of people who care more than average about climate change (Wang et al., 2018). This research demonstrated that climate scientists
described more emotions, and more intense emotions, than less concerned samples such as students or the general public, and that these emotions were
linked to particular “objects of care”, such as future generations, the planet, as well as personal identities associated with responsibility to act. The authors
put forward an idea that these “objects of care” may make the issue of climate change seem more personally relevant, evoking strong emotions, and
motivating action.

[1]
In line with this de�nition of emotion, physical changes in the natural world (internal physical changes occurring within a perceiver, and sensory changes

from the world) become real as emotion (as fear, anger, etc.) when they are classi�ed as such using emotion concept knowledge within a perceiver (Barrett,
2012, 2014). Such de�nition emphasises subjective experiential level of emotion - emotions as feelings. For this reason, we use the words “emotion” and
“feeling” interchangeably. In line with this line of psychology literature, we understand affect as a neuro-physiological state consciously accessible as a
simple primitive nonre�ective feeling, the primary component of subjective experience, such as, e.g., (dis)pleasure, tension or calmness (Russell & Feldman
Barrett, 2009).

4. The Current Study
Given that, as argued before, the nature of emotions is complex and they are shaped by the context in which they arise (Barrett, 2006; Chapman et al., 2017),
understanding the emotions of people highly concerned about climate change is important because they are likely to exhibit a rich and nuanced set of
emotional responses (Wang et al., 2018), including strong emotions that in existing research have been linked to both mental distress and behavioural
engagement (e.g. Morris et al., 2019; Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014; Stanley et al., 2021). Concurrently, most research on emotions around climate change in
Western countries are questionnaires or experiments which substantially constrain people’s responses. In contrast, a systematic exploratory qualitative
approach makes it possible to view the emotions people express and their perceived effects in an open bottom-up manner, generating a set of rich data on
the interpretive context of the emotional experience. Such qualitative exploration allows the researchers to outline a more nuanced and detailed picture of
emotional responses to climate change which can inform subsequent quantitative studies, as well as provide valuable insights for practitioners
encountering climate change concerns within psychotherapy (Budziszewska & Jonsson, 2021) or striving to develop more effective climate change
communications (Chapman et al., 2017).

            Such detailed exploratory work focused on both the emotional experience and mental health impacts of the gradual environmental change and
growing awareness of the existential threat of climate change has been conducted among indigenous populations, whose livelihoods and lifestyle are
strongly connected to the natural environment, and whose vulnerability has been exacerbated by colonial violence. Exploratory interviews conducted in the
Canadian Arctic illustrated how rapidly changing environmental conditions that made it di�cult for the indigenous Inuit people to lead the lifestyle they were
used to and disrupted their sense of place attachment, elicited feelings of anxiety, sadness, depression, fear, and anger, and led to elevated family stress,
increased substance abuse, more frequent use of mental health services, and suicide ideation (Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013a; Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013b).
Similarly, the inhabitants of Tuvalu, a Paci�c Island nation considered particularly vulnerable to climate change, reported experiencing extreme sadness,
worry/anxiety and anger, and signi�cant mental distress attributed to both local environmental impacts caused or exacerbated by climate change, and the
awareness of future implications of global climate change (Gibson et al., 2020). 

As much as indigenous populations living in environments that are already acutely affected by the changing climate report alarming psychological effects
of their concern about climate change, a number of scholars have noted that the recently popularised notion of “climate anxiety” concerns predominantly
white middle-class, who dread the dystopian future that many unprivileged communities have already been living through since the beginning of the era of
violent Western colonialism (Nixon, 2011; Ray, 2021; Whyte, 2017). As Sarah Jaquette Ray notes “Climate anxiety can operate like white fragility, sucking up
all the oxygen in the room and devoting resources toward appeasing the dominant group” (Ray, 2021). Taking into account the relatively large political
capital of the privileged societies, it is important to consider not only the emotional impacts of climate change concern on the mental wellbeing among such
groups, but also, how their emotional engagement relates to mobilising climate action.

In this study, we aim to adopt a more open, exploratory approach to the implications of experiencing strong emotions around the topic of climate change in
a Western context, and we conduct in-depth interviews with people very worried about this issue, who felt that their worry in�uenced their daily lives. We do
not rule out that such people can experience psychological di�culties around their climate change concern, but we also do not constrain their answers by
asking questions only about this area. To the contrary, we leave them space to describe perceived effects of their emotional experience that go beyond
symptoms of mental distress. Our exploratory research is guided by two broad research questions:

(1) What is the range, intensity, and context of the emotional experience of climate change concern among highly concerned people in the Norwegian
context?

(2) What are the perceived effects of these emotions on people’s lives? 

We rely on qualitative semi-structured in-depth interviews to gather rich data that allows us to describe and contextualise the complexity of participants’
emotional experience.

We conduct our research in Norway, a wealthy country characterised by high pro-environmental ambitions (Eckersley, 2016; Lahn, 2019). However, this green
image of Norway has been increasingly criticised (Anker, 2020; Vetlesen, 2015), pointing to the fact that Norway is among the top petroleum producers in

https://paperpile.com/c/gzKyum/m6Yj+guBK
https://paperpile.com/c/gzKyum/kuvw
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the world (EIA, 2019; Topdahl et al., 2021), and one of the countries with the highest environmental footprint of individual consumption (Ivanova et al.,
2016). This contradictory position of Norway came to be known as the “Norwegian Paradox” (Lahn, 2019). Additionally, Norway, despite largely contributing
to global climate change, is relatively sheltered from its most acute consequences, and it is deemed one of the countries most adaptable to the changing
climate (Chen et al., 2015; King & Jones, 2021; Sarkodie & Strezov, 2019). Norway is also characterised by a strong culture of norm-conforming, con�ict-
avoidance and consensus-seeking (Avant & Knutsen, 1993; Gullestad, 1990), so that people often refrain from addressing the Norwegian paradox openly in
the societal debate. 

When it comes to risk perception, a third of the Norwegian population notice the consequences of climate change around them, more than half of the
population state that they are worried about the effects climate change will have on them and their closest ones, and more than a third is concerned about
having to move from their houses in the future (Gallup, 2020). Nonetheless, Norwegian society is also one of the most polarised among the Western nations
when it comes to the belief in anthropogenic climate change (YouGov, 2019). Public attitudes about the issue, especially in the context of reducing the
country’s dependence on fossil fuels and phasing out Norwegian oil production, have been in�uenced by actors in the oil industry who position themselves
as environmentally responsible (Sæther, 2019), and at the same time emphasise the importance of revenues provided by the oil industry for supporting the
Norwegian extensive welfare state (Lahn, 2019).

One reason for conducting research among the residents of Norway is that their lifestyle has a greater impact on the environment than the lifestyle of
people in less a�uent societies. It is also, to a large extent, the voice of the wealthy that shapes the prevailing narrative (Gramsci, 2007). However, we want
to expand this perspective, and acknowledge the complexities of power dynamics within a privileged society. Historically, public denial or apathy around the
issue of climate change in the Global North has been disproportionately shaped by the corporate actors directly interested in continuing the extraction of
fossil fuels (Klein, 2015). In this paper, we want to give space to people who oppose this narrative and who break out of the climate change apathy,
understood as a socially constructed process (Norgaard, 2006), even though they live in a country that allows them to have a high quality of life and that in
large part protects them from experiencing the acute impacts of the climate crisis thanks to revenues from extensive fossil fuel extraction. Their emotional
experience and a related capacity or incapacity to take action may give an insight into their current power or limitations to in�uence political processes in a
democratic country with a history of civil society and grassroots initiatives’ in�uence on the society and politics (Vike, 2018).

5. Methods
5.1 Participants

The selection of participants (N = 33) was based on purposive sampling - we explicitly recruited respondents who felt that they have experienced strong
emotions about climate change to enable gaining an insight into how the more extreme forms of worry about climate change could manifest. The sample
comprised individuals who responded to the call for participants addressed to people who were “worried about climate change and felt that this worry

affected their daily life”. We expected that such a sample would be the most psychologically affected by their strong concern
[1]

. In addition, we assumed that
self-selection of participants would result in their high commitment and thus expand the quality of the collected data. We strived to reach a diverse sample
of concerned residents of Norway, in terms of age, gender, place of residence, and environmental engagement. Moreover, we took into account the available
information about the groups found to be especially vulnerable to strong emotional experience of climate change, e.g. environmental science researchers or
climate activists (Head & Harada, 2017; Kleres & Wettergren, 2017), and addressed our call for participants also to them. We approached the potential
participants through various channels - emails to major environmental organisations in Norway and research groups working with environmental science,
various pro-environmental groups on Facebook (e.g., Grandparents for Climate Action, Youth Climate Strike, Extinction Rebellion, Deep Adaptation, Future in
Our Hands), posters at the NTNU campus in Trondheim, and snowball sampling through word of mouth among students, colleagues and university staff
around Norway. Despite our efforts to diversify the sample, the majority of interviewees were Millennial or Generation x university-educated urban dwellers.
The characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.

 

[Here: Table 1]

 

5.2. Procedure

The study was based on individual semi-structured in-depth interviews conducted between June and October 2020 in a conversational format (Kvale 1996),
allowing for new themes to emerge beyond the initial themes of the interview guide. The topics in the interview guide were designed to be exploratory, i.e.
they were not informed by existing conceptual frameworks or theories. The interviews were conducted either in person (n = 7) in places that were convenient
for participants, or online/on the phone (n = 26) due to health concerns related to the COVID-19 pandemic. All interviews were audio-recorded. 

After a short collection of demographic data, each interview started with questions about the interviewees’ emotions in the context of climate change. In the
�rst step, we encouraged the interviewees to spontaneously express what they felt in the context of climate change, drawing from their extant conceptual
space. In the next step, to overcome the individual differences in people’s ability to label their emotions (Salovey et al., 1995), and to facilitate an in-depth
insight into one’s emotional experience, each participant was presented with auxiliary materials with detailed emotional vocabulary - the Plutchik’s wheel of
emotions (Plutchik, 2001), and the List of emotions (David, 2016). Using lists with emotion words is a common method in applied psychology to make it
easier for people to verbalise with due detail what they feel (David, 2016). The words that the participants indicated as relevant to what they felt served as
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anchors for conversationally deepening the context, intensity, and perceived effects of these emotions on participants’ lives. The interview guide along with
the auxiliary emotion vocabulary is available in the Supplementary Material. The language of the interview was predominantly English but �ve interviews
were conducted in Norwegian because the interviewees did not feel comfortable enough with using English. For the interviews in Norwegian, the interview
guide and auxiliary materials were translated into Norwegian.

The research procedure, the written consent form and data protection issues were approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (case number:
206971) and by the Regional Committees for Medical and Health Research Ethics (case number: 89334). All participants were informed about the aims of
the study, the study procedure, how their data was going to be used as well as their rights, including the right to withdraw from the study. Each participant
provided written informed consent before study inclusion.

 

5.3. Data analysis
 The audio recordings were �rst transcribed verbatim. The transcriptions were analysed based on rigorous multi-step thematic analysis with semantic
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The transcripts from the interviews conducted in Norwegian were analysed in this language, and only illustrative quotes
and emotion words were translated to be included in the text. The interviews were read and re-read by three of the members of the research team, and each
of them proposed an initial list of codes. Next, the �nal list of key codes was created through discussing and merging the initial coding frames. All
transcripts were then coded according to the �nal coding frame with the use of the NVivo software (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2018). The codes were then
discussed and reviewed to arrive at the �nal themes presented in the results. In addition, the frequencies of emotion labels recalled by participants from their
extant conceptual space (before we introduced the auxiliary emotion vocabulary) were coded manually to generate a �gure using the R language for
statistical computing version 3.6.0 (R Core Team., 2019). For this purpose, individual emotions were coded once for each participant, even if they were
repeated during the interview.

 

5.4. Positionality

The authors of this study hold pro-environmental and egalitarian values. They support climate change activism and have been engaged in individual and
collective climate action. The educational, social, and cultural background of the authors is diverse. Four of the authors have a background in psychology
(social, community and clinical), and one author has a background in social anthropology and environmental science. One of the authors is ethnically
Norwegian, three are residents of Norway of Polish, Peruvian, and German origin respectively, and one is a resident of Sweden of Polish origin. The
motivation to conduct this study comes from the authors’ own strong emotions around environmental issues and their own concern about climate change
from different geo-political locations. In fact, the authors shared many of the emotional responses to the climate crisis presented by the participants of the
present study and they entered the research process as “engaged, emotionally embodied, and ready not only to listen closely, but also to respond with our
own emotions, feelings, behaviours and expressions” (Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013a, p. 22). Thanks to such open emotional engagement on the side of the
researchers and the topic of the interviews that encouraged the interviewees to share their feelings, we believe that emotions became a connective medium
that created intimacy between researcher and participant (Meunier, 2010).

 

[1]
 Our recruitment materials used the word worry (or “bekymring” in Norwegian which translates to worry). Worry is closely related to concern. In the writing

of the paper, referring to the de�nition of the word concern according to the Cambridge English Dictionary (“(1) a worried or nervous feeling about
something, or something that makes you feel worried; (2) something that is important to you, or the fact of being important; (3) something that involves or
affects you or is important to you”), we decided to use this word as a broader construct that includes both positive and negative emotional reactions in the
context of climate change.

6. Results
The interview participants described experiencing a complex, contextually dependent palette of emotions in relation to their concern about climate change.
When drawing from their extant conceptual space, before we introduced the auxiliary emotion vocabulary, 6 participants had di�culty speaking about
emotions, and expressed general worry or pessimism, or they shared their opinions about the climate situation. Among the remaining 27 participants, 20
mentioned several words to describe their emotional experience. The most commonly reported emotions were anger, fear, and sadness, as well as
hopelessness, anxiety, grief, disappointment, despair, frustration, depression, regret and unrest. The emotion labels used by participants to describe their
feelings around climate change along with the frequency of reporting each emotion are presented in Figure 1. 

 

[Here: Figure 1]

 

The presentation of the auxiliary materials with emotion vocabulary gave the participants a chance to describe their emotional experience in a more ordered
and nuanced manner. Across spontaneous and facilitated accounts, we identi�ed 16 emotion evoking themes. They are presented in Table 2, along with the
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range of emotions the participants most frequently reported experiencing in relation to them. 

 

[Here: Table 2]

In the following sections, we describe the dynamic relationships between the contextual triggers, emotions, and the perceived effects of these emotions on
participants’ lives. We have reviewed the 16 evocative themes and organised them in �ve major lines of analysis: four related to negative emotional
experiences regarding participants mood and emotional wellbeing, concerns about existing or hypothetical children, feelings of alienation, and the
responsibility for the climate situation, and one linked to positive emotional experience. We illustrate the results with the interviewees’ own voices. Short
quotations are presented in quotation marks in the text, and longer quotations are presented as indented block quotes. The identi�cation number of the
interview is indicated in the parentheses after each quotation.

 

6.1. “It’s more di�cult to be happy”

Nearly all participants (30 out of 33) reported experiencing, on a regular basis, strong negative emotions about climate change. The lived emotional
experience of concern for climate change was �lled up with the feelings of sadness, grief, emotional pain “about everything that’s going away, or degrading
in many ways” (ID7); anger, annoyance, disgust, rage, isolation “that everybody is just letting this happen” (ID11), and general apprehension about “how the
future will be” (ID14), that from time to time, upon seeing alarming media or scienti�c accounts about climate change or personally noticing changes in the
natural environment, turned into strong disturbing feelings of fear “that ecosystems might break down” (ID32) and “that there is going to be a lot of shit
around me and my people” (ID8).

            Worrying about the future in the face of the unfolding climate change was a prevalent topic in interviewees’ accounts. The recurring themes in this
context were uncertainty about the future, feelings of insecurity and lack of control. Younger participants were distrustful about the “narrative of progress”
and they were confused about the validity of the rules guiding social organisation. One interviewee expressed it that way:

 

All the choices I make about my future and the way I live my life are based on, like, the future is very unstable. And everything we know is in a way in
question, like everything we know about how to build your life, do things etc. but also about what I want in my life. There is no point in trying to build a
career or build… not necessarily no point, but like a different kind of approach to building a career, building a life. Like climbing the ladder of success is
di�cult if you know that the rules can change at any point. (ID21)

 

Feelings of hopelessness about the future which were related to the belief that human civilisation was heading towards a catastrophe were an integral part
of the emotional landscape of climate change concern. Terms such as “societal collapse”, “total disaster”, “serious breakdown”, “population crash”, “the end
of time”, “apocalyptic world” were mentioned by half of the interviewees when asked about how they see the future, along with statements such as: “it’s like
getting a diagnosis of a terminal cancer” (ID16), “we know it’s gonna collapse” (ID21), “it's too late to turn back, the [doomsday] clock is 2 minutes to 12”
(ID25). One interviewee described their feelings this way:

 

When I think about the climate situation, it’s just like... it’s so sad that we reached this stage that’s just slipping off a cliff, or running off a cliff, yeah, and it
makes me question the human goodness that I anyhow think I see in myself or in others. But then this whole situation is just kind of... it’s easier to… to... to
slip into [sighs heavily] maybe despair and… losing kind of… trust in human nature or human beings. (ID19)

 

In their perception, concern about climate change made them feel “grumpy”, “negative”, and “blue” at times, taking away from their enjoyment of life. As a
younger interviewee put it: “I’m kind of lost. And also betrayed because they don’t take your future seriously. So, it de�nitely affects my happiness about life”
(ID10). One third of the interviewees reported feeling tearful, mostly when encountering depressing news about climate change or when seeing changes in
the environment around them. Six participants had tears in their eyes during the interview when describing their feelings. The idea of pathological climate
anxiety, however, was largely disavowed, in the words of one participant: 

 

It is not the case that worry poses a problem in my everyday life. That's not the case. I have no problem with that. It is only these di�cult and painful
feelings that we have spoken about that seem to overwhelm me. (ID14) 
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            On top of different shades of sadness and fear that constituted painful feelings around climate change concern reported by participants, a large part
of their emotional landscape was centred around disappointment, disillusionment, and anger. As one interviewee expressed: “When I say I'm depressed, it's
like anger” (ID30). The interviewees reported that they regularly felt annoyance, irritation, frustration, impatience, anger, disgust, rage, or fury when referring
to the perceived lack of engagement in climate action at all levels of social organisation - among their friends and family, in the general society, among
politicians and corporate leaders. The strongest emotions, anger, disgust, and rage were directed towards the people in power. As one interviewee voiced in
this context:

 

The anger words are really not strong enough. Except maybe disgust, I am disgusted! But, still, I think the other words sound like I am just a little angry, but
I’m really, you know… Raging! And I am gripping actually with how to not… not to let that rage overwhelm my life. (ID4)

 

The participants expressed anger over the perception that the people who can change the situation do not work for the common good, that they prioritise
money despite having the knowledge about the consequences of their actions for people and the environment, and for the unfairness of this situation. One
interviewee spoke about their feelings in this regard: “I think it’s so extremely unfair. That’s when I feel it the most in my body, I  think. How unfair I think it is,
the system, and how angry I can be towards those people” (ID8). Such feelings were expressed towards the socio-political system in general, and in the
context of Norwegian politics and government support for the Norwegian oil and gas production, as well as towards human species and human nature.

At the same time, a third of participants did describe sometimes overwhelming effects of their feelings around climate change. In reaction to particularly
negative information about climate change, observing changes in the environment around them, as well as upon personal realisation of (“taking in
emotionally”) the severity of the climate crisis, its scope and feeling powerless about it, the interviewees spoke about falling into a “small depression”,
“existential sorrow for the state of the world” or having ”a breakdown”. Feelings of stress and tension were also mentioned. The interviewees spoke that
sometimes they could feel the tension and anxiety around climate change in the body. These feelings around climate change in�uenced their motivation to
engage in everyday activities. The words of one interviewee illustrate well what other participants said: “It's like numbness… You think, or you read about
climate change, and then suddenly – you had some plans, to go… and suddenly, you feel like, nah, this is worthless” (ID12).

 

6.2. “I really, really want to have kids, but I don’t feel like it’s safe”

In regard to the overwhelming emotional effects of one’s concern about climate change, 19 participants reported very strong and painful feelings around
existing and hypothetical children. The issue of having children was never brought up by the interviewer, it was our interlocutors, who would each time start
this topic. Young people confessed that they had serious doubts about starting a family and having children. They described feeling confused whether it is
ethical to have a child due to its environmental impact, but �rst of all they viewed having children as something irresponsible because of the challenges that
the future generations are bound to face because of the unfolding climate change. One interviewee described it that way:

 

I am thinking about my future in terms of having kids, and all of that. I don’t know if I really dare to do that, and if it's kind to have kids in this kind of world.
That is something I was thinking about lately, and that’s a really big and scary thought, because I really, really want to have kids, but I don’t feel like it’s safe.
(ID10)

 

Likewise, interviewees from the older generations reported strong emotions about having children. They felt uneasy when somebody from their social milieu,
including family, was speaking about having children or grandchildren. At the same time, the interviewees who already had children questioned the
responsibility of their decision about having a child on the grounds of looming climate change: 

 

I regret that I had children, and it hurts quite a bit (...). It's the worst feeling… I don’t regret my children at all, it is the most important and best thing that has
happened to me! But to feel somehow... I have made that choice and put them into the world that is going to go to hell… (ID25) 

 

Grandparents felt strong worry and sadness about the future of younger generations. One interviewee voiced it this way: “I can get tearful because I am
thinking about the future of my children and grandchildren, and I am thinking: oh, God, what a miserable world they are going to live in” (ID16).

 

6.3. “I feel lonely, because I am alone in this situation”

Strong emotions the participants reported experiencing in relation to climate change made them feel isolated from the general society. In their experience,
most other people have not understood and, in consequence, have not taken in emotionally the severity of climate change. On one hand their isolation led to
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anger and annoyance towards the general society, on the other - to loneliness and unpleasant feelings stemming from it. As one participant phrased it: 

 

I feel like I am going around and realising this big crisis that we are in the middle of, and I just feel it all the time. But then other people are just living their
life, and not caring (...). That makes me feel very lonely. (ID10)

 

The interviewees described feeling that they could not share what they felt about climate change with other people, except some of their colleagues involved
in collective climate action. When bringing the topic of climate change up they reported experiencing negative reactions from other people - the interviewees
felt ridiculed, ostracised, or not taken seriously. They reported that they had to consciously put on a positive mask and conceal their worry to be accepted by
others as they did not want to put a strain on their relationship with other people or be seen as a “party pooper”, “moralist”,  “pain in the ass”, or, in the words
of one participant: 

 

I don’t want to be a mood killer, I don’t  want to be a person who, [they say] ‘is always talking about that, always making me feel guilty, I can’t spend time with
her, because you know, she’s always having to nag about this climate change’. (ID15)

 

Eight interviewees declared adopting a more confronting strategy. They described being openly critical about people who did not share their concern and
values, and they kept asking di�cult questions, commenting on people’s choices, signalling their disagreement. In the words of one interviewee: “Wearing
worn out clothes, it marks a kind of distance. I think I'm sending out some distance signals with that to those who do not make that choice. (ID24).”  

Loneliness and stress were related to having a feeling of being a part of a minority that emotionally took in the available knowledge about climate change,
and therefore has a greater responsibility to act against it. Apart from powerlessness in this regard, the participants reported feeling isolated and betrayed in
their struggle - abandoned by other people and by the authorities. 

In their accounts, such feelings shook their trust in society and its institutions. They perceived balancing between feeling guilty about participating in the
consumer society which would inevitably be linked to making choices that were against their values, or behaving in line with their concern, which pushed
them yet further away from other people and ampli�ed their frustration and powerlessness.

 

6.4. “I always relate everything to the climate, to the environment”

Participants’ concern can be viewed in terms of a prism or lens of climate change through which they viewed the world, e.g. “It’s like everything else is
irrelevant” (ID7), “Climate change is somehow very much in the forefront in my mind, it puts a damper on it” (ID24), “I always relate everything to the climate,
to the environment” (ID13). Climate change was considered during decision making regarding education, occupation, place to live, and planning for the
future as well as regarding how to go about everyday life. It made the participants strictly evaluate their own and other people’s choices in terms of their
environmental impact.

An emotionally evocative theme identi�ed in this context was a strong personal responsibility for climate action which was associated with engagement in
pro-environmental behaviours at different levels, including long-term, effort-demanding, high-impact behaviours relevant for the climate (e.g. climate
activism, eating a plant-based diet, radically reducing or resigning from �ying, radically reducing driving, radically cutting on consumption of goods). The
interviewees’ reported striving to behave in line with their standards, goals, and rules related to a low environmental impact lifestyle. Pro-environmental
goals were central to how the interviewees lived their lives and they perceived that they brought them a sense of integrity and moral pride. The accounts of
the interviewees echoed the words of one participant: “It governs to a large degree how I choose to live my life” (ID2).

However, such feelings of moral obligation to behave in a climate-compatible were also accompanied by the experience of strong and long-lasting feelings
of stress and guilt. Most of the time these feelings stemmed from small-impact everyday behaviours. The interviewees spoke about feeling stressed or
guilty about, e.g. not having a chance to sort garbage properly, using a car when there was a possibility to walk or cycle, being forced to or succumbing to
social pressures to purchase something new (e.g. clothes or sports equipment), purchasing products wrapped in plastic, or their everyday food choices. As
one interviewee put it: “I’d rather not feel guilt and be a little bit hungry than feel guilt and eat something that has a large footprint” (ID1). 

Feeling guilt about one’s privilege was another recurring theme. The participants reported feeling guilty for living in Norway where, on the one hand, they felt
sheltered from the consequences of climate change, while, on the other hand, they were inevitably part of a society that has a large impact on the
environment. There was a sense of shame on behalf of Norway - “Because we are so rich, because we have the knowledge and the opportunity to do a lot,
and we don’t” (ID12). The feelings of guilt were also related to perceived injustice in relation to less privileged places in the world suffering from climate
change partly as a consequence of what makes Norway rich and safe. In the words of one interviewee: “Just being Norwegian and living in this society, I
feel guilty, because of all the injustice we cause upon others” (ID8).
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6.5. “That makes me hopeful. And tearful”

Although climate change was predominantly associated with negative feelings, participants  also mentioned positive emotions in this context. One of the
identi�ed themes was related to feeling strong positive emotions about the empowering effects of collective climate action, both in terms of reading or
watching media accounts about it and upon one’s own participation in collective action, e.g. “I also feel very positive when I read about the regenerative
cooperative that is working out. So, it’s interesting, it’s as if small things can almost balance out all the negativity and environmental news” (ID7). Working
out solutions and being among people who shared interviewees’ values and concern were mentioned as bringing a sense of excitement and happiness: “It
feels good, it gives empowerment, absolutely” (ID12), “I was �lled with, you know, gratitude that I found other people that felt this issue is as serious as it is.
And it was a lot of energy” (ID16). Some participants held an opinion that taking part in collective climate action helped them cope with their di�cult
emotions.

Another recurring theme was related to personal connectedness to nature. Participants described developing an expanded appreciation of nature and
�nding consolation in it, e.g. “Being in nature and especially [hearing the] sounds like… the wind in the trees or hearing insects or birds, this kind of helped
me to… to �nd a kind of… something that can contain and embrace these challenging emotions” (ID19). The anticipation of loss in the natural environment
made the participants more sensitive to its qualities: “I also sometimes feel grateful for the moment right now and everything that is still working” (ID17).
Some interviewees spoke about discovering another level of connectedness to nature: “I am spending time trying to develop communion with nature, seeing
nature as alive” (ID4), “Before that [becoming worried about climate change] I walked around with �y bibs. Now I take the �y into a glass and release it
outside” (ID24), “I am starting to have a slightly different connection with nature than before. (...) Having a growing, kind of, desire to see nature run wild”
(ID5).

Finally, the notion of feeling hopeful was present across interviewees’ accounts. Similarly to other positive emotions, it was framed in the context of
inevitable, overwhelming changes. Interviewees spoke about the struggle of �nding the space for hope while remaining constantly aware of possible
scenarios for the future in the face of climate change:

 

I think I am hopeful, as well. And seeing the resilience of nature, life, seeing how nature can spring back and take over the area that has been destroyed,
gives me a lot of hope. So, you know, even if – despite what we destroyed and continue to destroy, if something happens to stop that, whether that would be
the crash of the human population, or we shape up, the world can recover. I believe that both animals and plants are so adaptable, a lot more adaptable
than us, that nature will survive and thrive with or without us. (ID11)

 

Notably, emotions regarding hope were sometimes highly con�icting and giving up hope was seen as a relief. In this context, hope was perceived as a
concept that only obscured an honest public discussion about the inevitably gloomy future.

7. Discussion
In this explorative study, we sought to contribute to the literature on emotions related to the awareness and anticipation of climate change through providing
original in-depth empirical data on the lived emotional experience of climate change concern and its perceived effects in a group of highly concerned people
in Norway, a society that is largely shielded from the most direct effects of climate change, and that plays an important role in global climate politics. We
did not constrain participants’ answers to psychopathological aspects of their worry around climate change but left them open for emerging themes. Our
study demonstrated that people who were worried about climate change and who felt that this worry affected their daily lives reported experiencing a
complex palette of co-occurring and dynamically linked emotions around the topic of climate change. 

Across interviews, we identi�ed 16 evocative themes related to emotions that the participants reported in their context. The emotional landscape of concern
for climate change included, among other emotions, contextually dependent feelings of anger, fear, and sadness, as well as hopelessness, anxiety, grief,
disappointment, despair, frustration, depression, regret and unrest. We identi�ed four main lines of analysis for the negative emotional experience. They
correspond with emotional wellbeing and mood, concerns about existing and hypothetical children, feelings of alienation, and the responsibility for the
climate situation. Finally, positive emotions were present in the interviewees’ accounts in one major line of interpretation: love, joy, excitement, energy, and
hopefulness, mentioned in the context of having a strong sense of connectedness to nature, and collective climate action. These positive emotions were
seen as having the power to balance out the di�cult ones. In the next sections, we discuss the emotional landscape of climate change concern in relation to
paralysing versus mobilising effects of negative emotions, the social and political aspects of interviewees’ feelings, and the emotional experience of
individual versus collective climate action.

 

7.1. Climate change emotions: from paralysis to public action 

In the recent literature, emotional responses to climate change have been increasingly discussed in the context of their negative impact on mental health
and well-being (e.g. Clayton, 2020; Ogunbode et al., 2021; Pihkala, 2020; Searle & Gow, 2010). For example, a recently developed measure of climate change
anxiety, which is gaining growing popularity, besides focusing on negative emotions, also included items about cognitive and functional impairment
(Clayton & Karazsia, 2020). In the present study, however, people who self-identi�ed as very worried about climate change and who felt that their daily lives
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were affected by this worry, in theory - people prone to experience climate change anxiety - painted a more nuanced picture of their emotional experience of
climate change.

            While some feelings the interviewees told us about are indeed common for the experience of clinical anxiety (e.g. the feelings of uncertainty), or
depression (e.g. feelings of hopelessness, and lowered mood), according to the interviewees’ self-reports, these reactions did not cause a serious
dysfunction in their lives which is the de�nitional criterion of mental disorder (Stein et al., 2010). When leaving space for participants to describe what they
felt without top-down constraints present in questionnaires and surveys, they spoke about experiencing a range of negative emotions around climate
change related loss, social and political alienation, the injustice of climate change, uncertainty and existential threat of climate change, painful feelings
about their children’s future or eco-reproductive concerns, negative view of human nature, the time pressure around climate change mitigation, the privilege
of living in a sheltered yet highly polluting country, near obsession with faithfully executing personal level pro-environmental action; and positive emotions
stemming from climate activism and having a strong comforting bond with the natural world, as well as accepting the dire climate situation. 

            Our results show that one of the main contextual triggers of painful emotions around climate change was concern around having children. This topic
emerged organically in the interviews across age groups and genders, even though we did not ask speci�c questions about it. The participants here reported
experiencing very strong and painful feelings - fear, anxiety, regret, guilt and sadness around the thoughts about the di�culties their existing or hypothetical
children or grandchildren might face with the unfolding climate change. Our interviewees in Norway are not alone in their strong worry about children. Polls
conducted in the US and Australia showed that millions of people declared either not having children or having less children than they would like to at least
partially because of their worry about climate change (Australian Conservation Foundation, 2018; Miller, 2018; Morning Consult, 2020).

Our results indicate that the emotional experience of climate change goes beyond individualised psychopathological aspects of concern about climate
change such as, “climate anxiety” or “climate depression”. This is not to suggest that some people do not suffer psychologically from di�cult emotions
around their concern about climate change. There is growing evidence that the emotional aspects of the mere awareness and anticipation of climate
change may contribute to, or at least co-occur with, poorer mental health (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020; Ogunbode et al., 2021; Stanley et al., 2021). At the same
time, we argue that the strong emotional responses to this issue should not by default be seen as merely a pathological response. Climate change
constitutes a genuine existential threat, and our participants demonstrated their knowledge and engagement with it. Therefore, we argue that strong
emotions are at scale with the state of scienti�c knowledge about the observed and predicted consequences of the changing climate. 

The feelings the interviewees spoke about fall well into the framework of psychoterratic emotions outlined by eco-philosopher Glenn Albrecht to name
affective states tied to the particular condition of a person’s biophysical environment (Albrecht, 2019). Speci�cally, certain parts of the emotional experience
of the interviewees can be seen as an expression of solastalgia. Solastalgia is a place-based phenomenon which captures the feelings of loss about a
nurturing environment as well as a sense of environmental injustice and political powerlessness that one feels when their home environment is undergoing
imposed transformation (Connor et al., 2004). Perceived low degree of power in terms of one’s position within society, access to resources, and their
perceived agency has been hypothesised to in�uence the feelings of solastalgia (Galway et al., 2019). Even though our sample can be considered as having
a relatively large degree of power and autonomy, and their emotional responses are connected to social representations of the consequences of climate
change rather than direct experience, they still reported solastalgic emotions about the state of the global environment. Importantly, the focus in the
formulation of these psychoterratic states was on their emotional and existential aspects, rather than on their biomedical effects (Albrecht, 2019).

The recent focus on the biomedical aspects of emotional responses to climate change contributes to the social construction of climate anxiety as
something connected to a psychological problematic process, neglecting that such feelings are linked to speci�c socio-political conditions, are shared
between people and can be a resource for action. Taking into account that the interviewees commonly referred to the social and political aspects of climate
change, climate anxiety can be seen as a public feeling, a type of ‘political depression’, a term introduced by Feel Tank Chicago to capture the experience of
negative emotions around the sense that customary forms of political response, including activism, are no longer working to bring desired changes to the
world (Cvetkovich, 2012). Importantly, the concept of ‘political depression’, while acknowledging the psychological suffering behind depression, was meant
to depathologise individualised negative emotions so that they can become a trigger for action to change the structural factors that make people feel
miserable (Cvetkovich, 2012).

In this respect, the experience of anger, so prevalent in the interviewees’ accounts, can be seen as a potentially powerful resource for action. Classical work
on emotion asserts that action against and increased attention are the behavioural tendencies ingrained in the very experience of anger (Frijda et al., 1989).
Group-based anger about perceived injustice motivates people to take collective action against the source of the injustice (van Zomeren et al., 2004). Finally,
a recent study from Australia demonstrated that strong feelings of anger or frustration about climate change, while often co-occurring with feelings of
depression and anxiety, were not only associated with greater engagement in both personal and collective pro-climate behaviours, but also preserved
people’s mental health (Stanley et al., 2021). 

 

7.3. Feelings of political and social alienation

Participants' sentiments around the socio-political aspects of climate change - anger at the perceived failings of the political and economic system,
powerlessness, and feeling betrayed by the people in power - can be discussed as a manifestation of political alienation. This notion has been used to refer
to strong feelings around the belief that politicians do not care about people and cannot be trusted (Thompson & Horton, 1960). The core meaning of
political alienation pertains to the perception that one does not identify oneself with the political system (Schwartz, 2017). A sense of alienation is a
fundamental political orientation, and it has been linked to a number of politically relevant variables (Schwartz, 2017). Notwithstanding the critique that
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alienation is a structural condition in capitalist society and not a matter of personal feelings, the awareness of one’s alienation elicits emotions that can
motivate social mobilisation (Langman & Kalekin-Fishman, 2013). 

In the context of Norwegian politics, participants’ climate change concern is contrasted with the long history of the largest political parties’ support for oil
and gas development, and a recent increase in awarding new licences for their exploration and production, despite calls for restricting the Norwegian oil and
gas industry (Lahn, 2019) which culminated in unusually �erce debates preceding the 2021 general election. Participants’ strong feelings around the
perceptions that people in power prioritise continued value creation over other aspects of the functioning of the social and physical environment is in line
with expert observations that the government in Norway rather than acknowledging that Norwegian oil and gas production contributes to disrupting global
climate system, presents climate change and the need for reducing emissions as a problem for the Norwegian economy (Asdal, 2014; Lahn, 2019).

As another result of disapproval regarding the socio-political aspects of climate change, participants tended to feel high levels of isolation and they
expressed critical opinions regarding other people -family, friends, colleagues, the society, and human species in general. These feelings can also be seen
from the perspective of alienation. Social isolation, understood as a sense of separation from the society and its values, constitutes one of the dimensions
of alienation, of which each refers to the experience of a self separated from the larger society (Seeman, 1959).

One way of coping with these feelings adopted by participants was concealing their concerns not only in public but also in private spheres among friends
and family who might not share their views. Such abstaining from speaking their mind (and heart) about climate change might be related to the fear of
breaking social norms, which aligns with the reasons for self-silencing regarding climate change described in the literature (Head & Harada, 2017; Norgaard,
2006). Kari Norgaard (2006) described how breaking the apathy regarding climate action might be uncomfortable for individuals not only because it makes
them face the overwhelming scope of climate change but also because it breaks the norm of providing positive messages, and goes against the image of
Norway as a country promoting environmental sustainability. 

This “compulsory optimism” (Head & Harada, 2017) is forti�ed by the public awareness of the role the oil revenue plays in �nancing the Norwegian welfare
state, one of the most generous public welfare systems in the world (Lahn, 2019), and by the narrative of the Norwegian oil industry presenting themselves
as environmentally responsible, and producing oil that has lower emissions per barrel than fossil fuels from other countries (Sæther, 2019). On top of that,
taking into account that Norway has for a long time been among world’s countries with the highest quality of life (UNDP 2020), and that substantial parts of
Norwegian economy and employment are linked to the fossil fuel industry, admitting the threat posed by climate change poses a challenge to the status
quo from which the society has bene�ted (Krange et al., 2019).  

The feelings of alienation might be further reinforced by the way controversial issues are managed in the Norwegian political and public narratives. Norway
is known for its norm-conformity and consensus culture (Avant & Knutsen, 1993; Gullestad, 1990), and issue avoidance has long been used as an e�cient
tool for dealing with controversial topics in the Norwegian public sphere, which allows for border disputes to be managed without stirring con�ict in public
(Fossum, 2010). 

Nevertheless, the interviewees’ highly negative image of the society as not caring about climate change is in contrast with the current data showing that the
majority of Norwegians do express concern about this issue (Gallup, 2020). “Pluralistic ignorance”, a phenomenon describing wrongful assumptions about
others’ opinion, can be in part responsible for the skewed perception held by the interviewees who assumed they were isolated in their concern (Geiger &
Swim, 2016). Finding ways to break this pluralistic ignorance could be an effective way to reduce the feelings of isolation. 

However, it might be only an incomplete part of the bigger picture. An important element of this view seems to be the discrepancy between declaring
concern and actual engagement in climate action in the wider public. Bridging this gap is di�cult, taking into consideration that people are expected to
individually navigate between the clashing sets of norms and behaviours. People trying to incorporate individualised pro-environmental choices in their
everyday life struggle to clearly delineate between behaviours of signi�cantly different impact on carbon emissions (Berthoû, 2013). Such confusion about
the extent to which individual behaviour can contribute to climate change mitigation efforts was also commonly mentioned by our interviewees.

 

7.4. From individual responsibility to collective action

In this study, the interviewees expressed feeling guilty, stressed and anxious in relation to behaviours which in fact have little relevance for mitigating
climate change, e.g. not having the chance to sort the garbage or buying things wrapped in plastic (Wynes & Nicholas, 2017). Feeling such strong emotions
about behaviours that, taken individually, are of little importance can divert the energy and engagement needed to take more impactful structurally-oriented
action in the longer run. Moreover, existing research suggests that pro-environmental behaviours performed to avoid negative emotions can result in
negative behavioural spillover (Truelove et al., 2014).

Such feelings about one’s own and others’ small-impact individual behaviours touch upon the issue of the individualisation of responsibility for climate
change which sees high greenhouse gases emissions as the consequence of destructive consumer choices rather than ill institutional arrangements
(Maniates, 2001). While certain individual behaviours do have a large positive impact (e.g. living car-free, avoiding aeroplane travel, eating a plant-based diet
(Wynes & Nicholas, 2017)), and are thus important for the successful mitigation of climate change, the “environmentally-friendly lifestyles” are to a large
extent constrained and shaped by institutions and political forces (Chomsky et al., 2020; Klein, 2015; Maniates, 2001).

Besides, in Western countries, having a strong pro-environmental identity and engaging in what is considered “eco-friendly behaviour” is in most cases not
related to a true reduction in one’s individual carbon footprint (Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2018). Quite to the contrary, statistical evidence suggests that
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environmentally-aware people tend to have a larger carbon footprint than environmentally unengaged audiences because of the positive correlation
between environmental concern and educational attainment which, in turn, is related to higher socio-economic status usually linked with greater
consumption, which lies at the core of individual carbon footprint (Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2018).

At the same time, participants’ accounts imply their strong sense that structural changes are needed to limit the consequences of climate change. This topic
was pronounced both in their feelings around the indolence of people in power, and when speaking about their own privilege of living in Norway. Their
perceived guilt and shame for Norway’s contribution to climate change can be seen as a form of collective guilt. This feeling was identi�ed to be an
important driver of youth’s participation in the climate protest movement in Norway (Haugestad et al., 2021). 

In our study, guilt, along with anger and sadness were also reported around the topic of the ‘double privilege’ of living a safe and comfortable life supported
by the oil-driven economy at the perceived cost of people already acutely affected by the changing climate, the other side of the coin of ‘double injustice’
(bearing the burden of the effects of climate change while contributing relatively little to the problem and having little resources to cope with the
consequences (Gough, 2011)). Existing research showed that such a sense of emotional injustice was another strong motivator of collective climate action
across studies (Rees et al., 2015; Rees & Bamberg, 2014; van Zomeren et al., 2008).

These issues put the reasonability of the focus on mere individual consumer action into question. Instead of bringing about impactful change for the dire
climate situation, they are closely linked to the experience of powerlessness. In contrast, collective climate action not only has the power to challenge the
prevailing structures to enable climate-compatible lifestyles for all, but our results from Norway show that it is also a source of positive emotions, which
counterbalance the paralysing and alienating feelings, and can unite people in anger and collective guilt, to demand the much needed just societal
sustainability transition.

 

7.5. Limitations and future directions

The selection of the interlocutors and the design of the study focusing on people self-identifying as particularly concerned about climate change might have
produced the results highlighting the strongest emotions related to climate change concern. This was, however, the aim of the study - to shed more light
onto the intense emotional experience behind climate change concern, not to strive to reach a representative sample. Our study was exploratory and, as
such, it is limited in scope and generalisability. Notably, although we did include in-depth questions about the experience of psychophysical di�culties, our
interview was not a clinical interview for diagnosing mental disorders. In addition, we relied on what the interviewees told us about the impacts of these
emotions on their functioning, thus we cannot draw strong conclusions regarding mental health symptoms in our sample. 

Nonetheless, the �ndings certainly generate valuable insights into the emotional experience of climate change and its perceived effects and implications in
a group which is geographically and wealth-wise shielded from the most direct effects of climate change, and which, at the same time, as seen from the
transnational perspective, has considerable power to in�uence global climate action. Our results can inform the choice of items in the design of quantitative
research instruments that will depict a broader panorama of the emotional experiences related to climate change, and their impact at individual, social, and
political levels. The complexity of the emotional experience of climate change, demonstrated in this study, calls for studying the implications of different
patterns of emotions with due attention to their contexts. Future research could use advanced statistical methods that allow for embracing the complexity
of emotional responses, and try to elucidate the intricate links between climate emotions, social mobilisation for sustainability transition, and mental health
and wellbeing.

It should also be acknowledged that the focus on highly concerned people in the sample might have led to a selection of people with personalities that are
characterised by higher levels of concern in general, irrespective of the topic. While we cannot rule that out based on our data, the genuine concern about the
speci�c topic of climate change appeared obvious in the data material. Furthermore, future studies with quantitative methods will show how the dimensions
of climate change related emotions, studied on our restricted sample, map on more general measures such as personality measures in representative
samples. 

8. Conclusion
In this paper, we presented a situated, complex emotional experience of concern about climate change based on in-depth interviews with self-identi�ed
highly concerned people in Norway, a country that on one hand is relatively sheltered from the consequences of the changing climate, but on the other hand
both signi�cantly contributes to the problem through its extensive oil and gas extraction, and has a large power for in�uencing global climate action.
Besides the feelings of sadness and grief around climate change related loss, and fear and anxiety, most pronounced around the topic of existing and
hypothetical children and grim visions of the future, the participants in our study shared the experience of mobilising emotions, especially - anger and guilt,
around the perceived injustice of climate change, their country’s contribution to the climate crisis, and political and social alienation.

Our documentation of the lived emotional experience of concern about climate change in a privileged context adds a critical voice to the climate psychology
literature which is focused predominantly on individualised responses and solutions to climate change. In light of our �ndings, we postulate to change the
focus from the potentially debilitating and paralysing climate change anxiety and depression, which have captured most of the media and research
attention, onto potentially mobilising and health-preserving effects of moral anger, collective guilt, love around feeling connected to nature, and excitement
and sense of community around collective action. Our study provides an informed basis for subsequent quantitative studies, and it can guide the
development of emotionally engaging climate change communications, as well as be useful for therapists working with persons experiencing distress
related to the awareness of the existential threat of climate change.
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Tables

Table 1. Characteristics of the study sample.

Age

      Generation Z (18 – 23) 4

      Millennial (24 - 35) 12

      Generation X (36 - 55) 11

      Boomer (56 - 74) 6

Gender

      Female 18

      Male 14

      Non-binary 1

Place of residence

      Urban - major city (above 65 000 inhabitants) 24

      Urban - small city (up to 65 000 inhabitants) 7

      Rural 2

Education

      High school (incl. high school students) 5

      Vocational school 2

      University diploma 26

Environmental engagement

        Professionally engaged in environmental issues (incl. work within environmental sciences, NGO, or public

administration/services)

7

      Actively involved in an environmental organisation 16

 

Table 2. Emotion-evoking themes and emotions associated with them in the context of climate change.
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Evocative theme Emotions

Loss of species, landscapes, ways of life, opportunities in the future Sadness, grief, deep sorrow,

emotional pain, sense of loss,

despair, fear, shame, 

Lack of engagement or deliberately harmful conduct of people in power Anger, frustration, disappointment,

disillusionment, rage, disgust

Children, reproduction, and future generations Fear, regret, anxiety, sadness

Ignorance and other people’s (family, friends, the general society’s) perceived lack of concern

and action about climate change 

Irritation, annoyance, frustration,

anger, isolation, loneliness, sadness

Being trapped in the political-economic system that is harmful for the natural environment Frustration, guilt, anger, isolation,

powerlessness, 

The uncertainty of the future Confusion, anxiety, insecurity

Human species or human nature perceived as a destructive force Anger, disappointment,

disillusionment, shame

Catastrophic visions of the future Fear, despair, hopelessness

Time pressure around climate change mitigation Anxiety, fear, stress, frustration,

powerlessness

Personal responsibility for climate action Sense of moral obligation, guilt,

stress

The complexity of climate change Confusion, powerlessness,

overwhelm

The ‘double injustice’ of climate change (that  populations most harmed by climate change are

the least responsible for causing it and have the least resources to cope with the consequences of

the changing climate)

Anger, guilt, sadness

The privilege of living in a rich country that has a big contribution to climate change but has

been largely sheltered from its consequences

Sense of safety, guilt, shame, 

Feeling deeply connected to the natural world, including the local environment Love, joy, sadness

Collective climate action Excitement, love, energy,

hopefulness, gratitude

Accepting that it is too late to stop catastrophic climate change Relief, calmness
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Figures

Figure 1

Visual representation of the frequency of each emotion label recalled by the participants from their extant conceptual space, before introducing the auxiliary
emotion lists. The bigger the circle, the more frequently the participants referred to given emotion. In the interviews conducted in Norwegian, the participants
used the following words describing what they felt: sint (translated to angry), frykt (fear), skremt (scared, coded as “fear”), anger (regret), oppgitthet
(despair), uro (unrest), irritasjon (irritation), avmakt (powerlessness), skuffelse (disappointment), resignasjon (resignation), hjelpeløs (helpless), alene
(lonely), synd (pity), vondt (hurt).


