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When young people worry about climate change 

  

Many young people today worry about climate change and what is happening to our planet. 

And those who worry cope in very different ways. Some ways lead away from positive 

actions and earth stewardship, while other ways forge a foundation for positive actions and 

earth stewardship. So how do we discover the differences? Most important, how do we 

support those ways of coping that lead young people to make a positive difference?  

 

My research with young people living in Sweden, in the ages from late childhood to emerging 

adulthood, shows that young people are not passive victims of climate change related 

emotions that have been evoked in them in school or by media. Rather, young people deal 

with these emotions actively by using various coping strategies. Because these coping 

strategies differ with respect to whether or not they promote well-being and engagement, 

those of us involved in supporting youth and their development as earth stewards need to shift 

our focus from young people’s worries to the ways that young people cope with these worries. 

Doing so will help prevent the use of less constructive coping strategies and promote the use 

of more constructive ones.   

 

What, then, do young people’s coping strategies look like? My research shows the following: 

A small group cope by de-emphasizing the seriousness of climate change -- arguing that 

media and researchers exaggerate the seriousness of the problem or that the negative 

consequences will only be visible in the far future, so why should they care. A larger group 

worry but cope by avoiding information or by distracting themselves. These two groups cope, 

then, by using strategies not designed to support their becoming earth stewards.  

 

Another common way to cope with the climate threat is to search for information, and think 

about what one can do to alleviate the problem, that is, using a problem-focused way of 

coping. Often this is about planning for and engaging in small actions such as stopping to eat 

meat and telling parents to take climate change seriously. Although this way of coping goes 

together with a feeling of empowerment, which is something positive, in two studies this 

coping strategy also was related to general negative affect among the young. Perhaps this was 

the case because these studies were conducted before the Fridays for future movement and the 

big climate change demonstrations, so the participants did not focus on collective engagement 
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at all, only on small things that one can do in everyday life which perhaps put a too heavy 

burden on their shoulders.  

 

Aside from the coping strategies just mentioned, there is another way that young people cope. 

This is by using meaning-focused coping, which is a strategy associated with both active 

engagement and well-being. To understand meaning-focused coping, one needs to shift from 

asking how young people regulate worries to asking how they promote hope. This hope can 

serve as a buffer and prevent worries from leading to low wellbeing or to undermining desire 

and ability to act. Meaning-focused coping consists of acknowledging the seriousness of the 

problem, but it also is about acknowledging there are reasons to be hopeful as well as 

opportunities to act to make a positive difference, no matter how small. This could be 

acknowledging that we have accumulated a great deal of knowledge about climate change – 

knowledge that will allow us to solve complex problems that we could not solve before. 

Acknowledging the positives in this way can also take the form of trusting scientists, 

environmental organizations, politicians, that is, more powerful actors who can take on most 

of the burden for solving problems so that the young need not feel overburdened.  

 

How, then, can the knowledge of these coping strategies be included in climate change 

education and communication, as well as in environmental studies? Firstly, research shows 

that young people who de-emphasize the climate change problem think that teachers and 

parents do not take their negative emotions about societal and environmental problems 

seriously, while the opposite is true for those young people who use meaning-focused and 

problem-focused coping strategies. Therefore, a first step is to acknowledge and take 

seriously the emotions that young people express when learning about climate change – and 

to not worry about young peoples’ worries, but rather to acknowledge and validate their 

emotions. Doing so helps young people gain a sense of having some control.  

 

In addition to validating the worries of young people, educators (and parents) can turn the 

discussion of global environmental problems into a discussion of values -- such as the values 

of caring for animals and caring for those suffering from flooding, wildfires and other 

symptoms of climate change and environmental breakdown. To paraphrase scholars such as 

the philosopher Ernest Bloch and the educator Paulo Freire, to confront the dark is, 

paradoxically, a first step towards acquiring hope. This hope comes, then, from having a 
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critical understanding of the current situation and a realization that something is missing and 

that we need to act.  

 

Moreover, we need to focus on ways that cultural, discursive, and structural factors influence 

how young people cope with their negative emotions around climate change. The sociologist 

Zygmunt Bauman argued that people today have a hard time confronting negative emotions 

associated with societal problems and to do something constructive with them because our 

neoliberal culture promotes mostly positive and pleasurable emotions. Negative emotions are 

seen as dangerous because they can disrupt the neoliberal system. A culture that only focuses 

on positive emotions and that is discounting or discouraging negative emotions can lead to 

young people distancing themselves from climate change or limiting themselves to only 

individualized problem-focused strategies and a privatization of hope. Doing so keeps them 

from making demands for much needed structural changes in the ways societies address 

problems associated with climate change. 

 

In acknowledging that coping is influenced by larger societal factors I have argued elsewhere 

that there is a need to go beyond promoting “emotional competence” so as to promote 

“critical emotional awareness”. This implies critically discussing and asking which emotions 

are allowed in climate change discussions and education. Whose emotions are taken seriously 

and whose are not? Do we treat boys and girls alike? Why do certain groups of students feel 

guilt or shame while others grow angry? Why do we use distancing and individualized 

strategies and not so much collective strategies? Are there other ways of coping with 

emotions related to climate change? What are the sources to build constructive hope? What 

implications do our feelings and coping strategies have for engagement and education? In 

other words, a critical emotional awareness approach calls for generating a whole host of 

questions and a commitment to discussion about possible answers. 

 

In response to this argument for a critical emotional approach, some might claim that young 

people being engaged by adults to think critically about their emotions are actually steered to 

feel whatever adults would like them to feel. I argue the opposite is the case, or can and 

should be the case, because truly promoting critical emotional awareness means providing 

young people with knowledge and tools to expose any attempts to steer and govern them 

through emotions. As the educational sociologist Sarah Amsler puts it: “It is not about 

evoking the “right” emotions. Rather, it is about encouraging a critical understanding of why 
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one experiences certain emotions and desires and not others”. And I would add that a critical 

emotional awareness approach fosters understanding of why one uses certain ways to cope 

and not others. 

 

As is the case with many educational approaches, adopting a critical emotional awareness 

approach is demanding and requires thought, planning, and support. In order to help young 

people gain the strength to confront their worries and to take on a critical emotional awareness 

approach one can invite into the classroom actors who work in different ways to fight climate 

change and other sustainability problems regardless of difficulties and who therefore can be 

role models for the young. In addition and as scholars such as Michael Fielding have 

emphasized, it is important to promote friendships and “democratic fellowship” in the 

classroom. This approach hopefully leads to a trustful atmosphere that can aid learning about 

emotionally laden topics.  

 

Another way to aid a critical emotional awareness approach is to take into account the 

developmental psychologist William Damon’s research about youth purpose. He found that 

the best way to experience meaning in life and to promote psychological well-being is to find 

a purpose that goes beyond a focus on oneself, that is, to commit to a bigger cause that 

includes other humans, society, or nature. Youth purpose also includes active collective 

engagement around this purpose. The big climate change demonstrations that have taken 

place in many different countries before the corona crisis, and that engaged a lot of young 

people, can be seen as a way to find purpose in life. The task for educators, therefore, is to 

think about and discuss how to include this youth engagement in climate change and 

environmental education. This is in line with educational theories such as “the action 

competence model” where giving students the opportunity to act, preferable together, is a vital 

aspect.  

 

All this is to say that a critical emotional awareness approach can lead to a number of 

valuable outcomes related to young people becoming earth stewards. Whether it be 

finding values worth fighting for, reasons to be hopeful, a higher purpose to define 

oneself, or some other positive outcome, critical emotional awareness most probably can 

serve young people well in their development as earth stewards. 
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