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Climate change is a top concern globally.

• Australians regarded it as their top 

concern for the future in 2021, above 

COVID-19 (Patrick et al., 2021).

60% of respondents in a US survey cited 

climate change in their fertility decisions 

(Schneider-Mayerson & Leong, 2020). 

Eco-anxiety – anxiety, anger, 

helplessness, guilt related to climate 

change – is increasing.

• International prevalence is estimated to 

be between 25% and 68% (Pihkala, 

2020)..

Current Evidence

Patrick, R., Garad, R., Snell, T., Enticott, J., & Meadows, G. (2021). Australians report climate change as a bigger concern than COVID-19. The Journal of Climate Change and Health, 3, 100032. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joclim.2021.100032

Pihkala, P. (2020). Eco-anxiety and environmental education. Sustainability, 12(23), 10149. https://doi.org/10.3390/su122310149

Schneider-Mayerson, M., & Leong, K. L. (2020). Eco-reproductive concerns in the age of climate change. Climatic Change, 163(2), 1007–1023. 3



Framing climate anxiety as an individual 

pathology could risk exacerbating existing 

feelings of isolation and ineffectiveness.

Framing climate anxiety as a relational 

experience, could help to alleviate 

isolation and promote collective social 

action.

Current Evidence
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How we frame the issue of climate anxiety matters



Summary of articles
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Summary of articles (continued)
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“For many, the devastating extreme weather of 2022 has left behind chronic 
uncertainty and an abundance of emotions. Images of locals desperately 
paddling through floodwaters appearing next to those of communities 
sheltering from extreme heat have become ubiquitous, but no less alarming… 
Climate anxiety is a growing concern among Aussies, which can lead to 
feelings of worry, upset, anger, sadness, and distress, especially at this 
time of year.” (Climate change is our new Christmas Grinch, The Advertiser, 
News Pty Limited, Metro SA)

“Climate grief is the profound sadness, helplessness, guilt, anxiety, dread, or 
numbness related to species loss and ecosystem decline due to environmental 
and climate change. Also known as ecological grief, or eco-grief, it's like other 
forms of despair - a human reaction to actual and predicted loss. “…it was a 
natural response to an uncertain future but could present in different ways, 
including concern that Australia is becoming "far less" habitable. "I think ... the 
bushfires, the floods, and some of the disasters that have happened lately 
have brought it up to the forefront."” (Young raised in ‘a world that is dying,’ 
The Courier, Fairfax, Regional VIC)

Summary of article narratives
1. Emotions as an understandable response to climate change



8

‘…it’s time more people woke up, especially after millions of Australians just 

went gaga at this election for global warming hysterics demanding we “do 

something” about global warming, and never mind the cost’ (Cashing in on 

climate, The Daily Telegraph, News Pty Ltd, Metro NSW)

‘When even our major party politicians talk about a “climate crisis” and the 

fringe parties are ever more maniacal, we might expect radical action from 

young activists. You cannot deliberately spread hysteria and be surprised at 

hysterical responses’ (Deliberately locked into the politics of climate hysteria, 

The Australian, News Pty Ltd, Metro NSW)

Summary of article narratives
2. Emotions as an extreme or politicised response to climate change
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‘Humanity has been deeply affected by the major traumatic events we’ve all 

been exposed to over recent years….the growing impacts of climate 

change….The good news is there are strategies we can all employ to help us 

cope….Validation…it’s good to share these feelings….focusing on what we 

can control….Gratitude, mindfulness and time in nature.’ (‘The future is 

frightening’: How disasters are impacting our kids, Gold Coast Bulletin, News 

Pty Ltd, Regional QLD)

‘It turns out that doing something about the problem is how you stay sane… 

There is hope in action.’ (What to do about feelings of eco-anxiety, Illawarra 

Mercury, Fairfax, Regional NSW)

‘You feel so much more hopeful when you are making change and you 

can see people making change around you.’ (Climate change a turn-off for 

next gen, Sydney Morning Herald, Fairfax, Metro NSW) 

 

Summary of article narratives
3. The effects of emotions related to climate change 



Emotion 

discourse

Definition: How emotion is 

conceptualised

Application: How the discourse is 

presented in news articles

Emotion as threat to 

rationality (mind-

body dualism)

Emotions are physical phenomenon 

that can disrupt rationality and 

reasoning.

Emotions related to climate change cast 

as ‘global warming hysterics’ or threat to 

effective activism.

Emotion as 

individual pathology 

(classic psychology)

Emotion as embodied and cognitive 

phenomenon that can overwhelm and 

cause pathology that prevents 

functioning. Coping skills are needed 

to assuage the pathology.

Emotions related to climate change 

positioned as an epidemic that needs to be 

‘combatted’ or a form of ‘psychological 

damage’ that ‘climate combatants’ are 

inflicting on children and ‘patients’.

Emotion as skill 

(emotion 

management)

Emotions as embodied and cognitive, 

but regulated according to cultural 

expectations.

Emotions related to climate change are 

implicitly and explicitly positioned as in 

need of modification to align with 

expectations that we be cheerful or ‘merry’

Emotion as 

reflexive practice 

(pathos)

Emotions as relational and part of 

persuasion, with individuals drawing 

on their own and others’ emotions to 

determine how to proceed

Emotions related to climate change are 

positioned as central to decision making 

(e.g., procreation) and political action.

Summary of article discourses on emotion

Ajjawi, R., Olson, R. E., & McNaughton, N. (2022). Emotion as reflexive practice: A new discourse for feedback practice and research. Medical Education, 56(5), 480-488. https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.14700

Olson, R. E., Bellocchi, A., & Dadich, A. (2020). A post-paradigmatic approach to analysing emotions in social life. Emotions & Society, 2(2), 157-178. https://doi.org/10.1332/263169020X15893854268688 
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Summary of article discourses on emotion
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Emotion discourse Aims Potential effects

Emotion as threat to 

rationality (mind-body 

dualism)

Discredit climate change concerns 

and subvert climate change activism

Inflict shame

- Reinforce patriarchal discourses (e.g., 

hysterical)

- Could invoke anger

Emotion as individual 

pathology (classic 

psychology)

Medicalise & Individualise: Raise 

awareness about and validation for 

climate anxiety

Protect children

- Individualise a collective experience

- Shift focus to the illness (climate 

anxiety) and away from the cause 

Emotion as skill 

(emotion 

management)

Arm the public with strategies for 

managing climate anxiety and 

meeting cultural expectations that we 

be cheerful, functional and productive

- Localise a collective experience, 

reducing isolation

- Replace anxiety and anger with 

cheer, spurring / undermining political 

motivation

Emotion as reflexive 

practice (pathos)

Validate climate anxiety

Spur political action

- Reinforce a politically de-energising 

feeling of hopelessness and 

depression

Possible effects of emotion discourses

Jasper, J. M. (2018). The Emotions of Protest. The University of Chicago Press. 
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What do differing discourses of emotions do in the context of climate anxiety reporting?



How are parents experiencing and 
managing climate anxiety? 

How prevalent is it? What emotion 
management strategies are 
typically employed?

How does climate anxiety impact 
parents’ mental health and 
wellbeing?

What is the division of labour in 
managing climate anxiety? Are 
women providing more emotional 
care?

How might management of climate 
anxiety shape collective resilience, 
action and hope?

Knowledge 
Gaps
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How is climate anxiety 

framed within government 

reports?

What resources or services 

are currently in place to 

help families managing 

emotions related to climate 

change?

What more can be done?

Questions for discussion

Emotion discourse Aims

Emotion as threat to rationality 

(mind-body dualism)

Discredit climate change concerns 

and subvert climate change activism

Inflict shame

Emotion as individual pathology 

(classic psychology)

Medicalise & Individualise: Raise 

awareness about and validation for 

climate anxiety

Protect children

Emotion as skill (emotion 

management)

Arm the public with strategies for 

managing climate anxiety and 

meeting cultural expectations that 

we be cheerful, functional and 

productive

Emotion as reflexive practice 

(pathos)

Validate climate anxiety

Spur political action
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