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Evolution of global mean surface temperature
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IPCC (2018) Global Warming of 1.5°
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Extreme weather events
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Do you think the world’s climate is changing?

Steg (2018) Nature Climate Change
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Survey conducted in Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, 

Lithuania, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, the Russian Federation, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United 

Kingdom; N = 43,288



Worry about climate change (US)
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Worry about climate change (Europe)

European Perceptions of Climate Change (EPCC)



Emotions toward climate change (US) 
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Yale Program on Climate Change Communication
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Emotions toward climate change (Europe)

European Perceptions of Climate Change (EPCC)



Climate worry and climate emotions in young people
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Hickman et al. (2021) The Lancet Planetary Health
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What is climate anxiety?

• Climate anxiety: Anxiety associated with perceptions of climate change, 
even among people who have not personally experienced any direct impacts

• Anxiety: Cognitive-affective state resulting from the detection of an 
anticipated threat to a future goal, composed of worry (repeated thoughts 
and vigilance towards the problem) and physiological stress responses

• Climate change is a real and existential threat: 
– Physical threat to the well-being and the future survival of humanity

– Moral threat related to the question of whether it is right to live the way we do

– Spiritual threat related to the question of whether there is any point in being an active 
citizen considering the seriousness and complexity of the problem

• It is rational to be anxious about it: Anxiety signals the approach of a 
threat and can motivate people to prepare accordingly
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The functionality of emotions

• Emotions are adaptive reactions that are elicited when an event or an 
object is appraised as relevant to one’s concerns.

• They result in changes in motivational action tendencies, physiological 
reactions, expressions, and subjective feeling. 

• Emotions are defined by the meaning pattern of the situation (e.g., 
fear: an uncontrollable threat, sadness: an irrevocable loss, guilt: one’s 
transgression of a moral standard). 

• They trigger motivational tendencies that aim to facilitate coping with 
the situation (e.g., fear: defensive stances such as fight, flight, or freeze, 
sadness: changing one’s goals and circumstances, guilt: reparation and 
social reintegration)
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Brosch (2021) Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences
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Negative affect is one of the most important 

determinants of the willingness to engage in 

mitigation behaviors
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Xie et al. (2019) Journal of Environmental Psychology



Negative affect is one of the most important 

determinants of the willingness to engage in 

adaptation behaviors
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Van Valkengoed & Steg (2019) Nature Climate Change



Worry and negative affect are among the most

important determinants of climate policy

support
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Goldberg et al. (2020) Behavioral Public Policy



• Climate anxiety can serve an adaptive function:

– Negative affective reactions that people experience toward climate change are 

among the strongest predictors of climate change risk perceptions, 

mitigation behavior, adaptation behavior, policy support, and technology 

acceptance

– It is important to avoid pathologizing the emotional response to climate change

– A too strong focus on a ”mental health perspective” can imply that the emotional 

response is inappropriate

• Climate anxiety can cause individual suffering:

– Like all types of anxiety, climate anxiety can become maladaptive and clinically 

significant when it is difficult to control and interferes with a person’s ability to sleep, 

work, or socialize

– To appreciate the “two sides of climate anxiety”, it is important to measure and 

quantify maladaptive climate anxiety

The two sides of climate anxiety
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Development of a climate anxiety scale

• Cognitive-emotional impairment

– “Thinking about climate change makes it difficult for me to sleep”

– “I find myself crying because of climate change”

• Functional impairment

– “My concerns about climate change make it hard for me to have fun with my family 

and friends”

– “My concerns about climate change undermine my ability to work to my potential”

• In a representative U.S. sample, about 10% of respondents indicated that they ‘often’ 

or ‘almost always’ present clinically significant cognitive-emotional and functional 

impairments in their daily life because of intense climate change anxiety

• Younger age groups report higher scores than older adults
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Clayton & Karazsia (2020) Journal of Environmental Psychology
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Climate anxiety in young people

Hickman et al. (2021) The Lancet Planetary Health



Climate anxiety in young people

Potential reasons for higher climate anxiety among young people:

– More future-oriented thinking

– More time to think about societal issues

– Less control over their own behavior
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Ojala (2012) Journal of Environmental Psychology



Responding to climate anxiety

Two “therapeutic” strategies to address anxiety:

– Emotion-focused coping strategies

• Downregulate the emotional response

• Reframe the situation to de-emphasize the threat

• May reduce anxiety, does not resolve the actual problem

• Focuses on individual well-being

– Problem-focused coping strategies

• Tackling the problem

• Promote efforts to mitigate climate change

• Difficult at the individual level the context of climate change

• Needs to focus on re-evaluating one’s ability to contribute 

to collective mitigation efforts or promote societal change
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“Passive hope”

“Active hope”
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Passive hope: Deemphasize the threat
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Message about global progress in climate change mitigation:

"Carbon emissions present a problem that needs to be addressed on a global 

scale, and this is reflected in policymaking around the world. For the first time, 

the rise in global carbon emissions slowed in 2012 - and that marked a 

sustainable trend. The needed reductions are finally happening."

Hornsey & Fielding (2016) Global Environmental Change
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Active hope: Increase perceived efficacy to act
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Message about effective solutions for climate change mitigation:

Messages targeting the effectiveness with which an individual can act, the 

likelihood that politicians will respond to public opinion, the effectiveness of 

proposed climate policies

Increases in experienced hope 

mediated message effects on 

climate action

Feldman & Hart (2015) Science Communication



Summary

• Feeling anxious towards climate change is rational and should be validated, 

not pathologized

• The adaptive function of climate anxiety signals the approach of a threat and 

can motivate people to prepare accordingly

• Climate anxiety can become maladaptive when it interferes with a person’s 

ability to sleep, work, or socialize

• Strategies aiming to increase one’s perceived ability to contribute to 

mitigation efforts may help reduce climate anxiety in an adaptive way

• This approach is however more difficult for young people who have less 

behavioral control

• In this context, increasing perceived collective efficacy (via parents, 

societal actors, governmental action) is especially important

• Positive emotions such as hope can play important and constructive roles in 

the context of climate change mitigation efforts
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