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In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) issued a dire 
warning to humanity about the state 

of the climate and the failed attempts to 
prevent anthropogenic climate change. 
These statements were published at 
a time when extreme weather events 
such as heat waves, wildfires and floods 
were becoming more frequent. Stud-
ies of attitudes in various parts of the 
world (including Estonia) show that peo-
ple’s willingness to understand climate- 
related future scenarios and relate these 
to their own future has increased signifi-
cantly. It has also become apparent that 
societies are not decisively dealing with 
this urgent problem. The statements and 
actions of climate-concerned members 
of society, including their formation into 
interest groups, put them increasingly 

at odds with more passive democratic  
processes, expressed mainly through 
voting in elections. 
	 This article aims to offer a multifac-
eted view of a situation in which some 
people are acutely aware of the dangers 
of climate-related changes yet have to 
look for solutions amid diminishing but 
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KEY MESSAGE

Climate concern is important in developing climate agency, which allows 
an increasingly climate-concerned population to support and motivate 
each other. In the face of a global threat, climate agency supports mental 
health and well-being and enables us to prepare for necessary changes in 
the social order. Climate concern taken seriously and shared does not have 
to lead to apathy.
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INTRODUCTION

People’s willingness to understand 
climate-related future scenarios and 
relate these to their own future has 
increased significantly, even though 
societies are not decisively dealing 
with this urgent problem.
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still widespread indifference. The article 
first describes people’s attitudes to cli-
mate and some worrying implications 
for human behaviour. This is followed 
by an analysis of the experiences of cli-
mate-concerned people in Estonia, to 
find out how greater awareness can 
have a life-changing effect. We describe 
a new sociality emerging from climate 
concerns, which has a stimulating and 
supporting impact on mental health and 
well-being. 
	 Our analysis is based on statistical 
data and on sociological and anthropo-
logical research related to climate con-
cerns. We have conducted this type of 
research since 2019. This data comes 
from ethnographic fieldwork on social 
media and real-life participant observa-
tions among representatives of climate 
and environmental movements, as well 
as from interviews with more than 30 
activists. Some of the quotes are from 
Anna Silvia Seemel’s bachelor’s thesis 
(Seemel 2021).1 Most of the interviewees 
are involved in the Fridays for Future and 
Extinction Rebellion movements and 
mainly come from the largest Estonian 
cities.2

Climate concern rather 
than climate anxiety

Natural disasters caused by climate 
change can trigger psycholog-
ical problems that manifest as 

sadness, anxiety, distress, grief, anger, 
depression, stress or other emotional 
states (Stanley et al. 2021; Cunsolo Willox 
and Ellis 2018). These feelings have been 
described using new terms such as ‘so-
lastalgia’3 (Galway et al. 2019) or ‘pretrau-

matic stress disorder’ (Kaplan 2015). The 
impact of climate change on our mental 
health is the subject of climate psychol- 
ogy, a new sub-field of ecopsychology 
(Climate Psychology Alliance 2020). 
	 Forward-looking emotions related 
to the global climate crisis, the threat of 
environmental catastrophe, and the re-
sulting uncertainty have so far been de-
scribed in Estonia as ‘climate anxiety’ or 
‘eco-anxiety’. But anxiety does not nec-
essarily entail a link between a perceived 
threat and a subjective feeling; it can 
be interpreted as a subjective negative 
emotion that is not necessarily related 
to a real threat. However, climate issues 
are not a matter of subjective feeling or 
a mental health disorder but a ‘real-life 
stressor’ (O’Brien and Elders 2021). The 
term ‘climate anxiety’ obscures the fact 
that there is a real and serious problem 
behind the emotional response. Those 
concerned about climate change per-
ceive the term ‘anxiety’ as implying pow-
erlessness and weakness and undermin-
ing agency and ability. The terms ‘climate 
grief’, ‘climate fear’ and ‘climate concern’ 
are considered far more appropriate and 
empowering. 
	 A review of the vocabulary used is 
also necessary because of its social im-
plications. One reason climate-conscious 
people are concerned is the experience 
that much of society does not take the 
climate problem seriously enough. 
Downplaying the concern by labelling 
climate-conscious citizens as ‘anxious’ 
does not support them in their search for 
solutions. Instead, it reduces their ability 
to overcome concern- and fear-induced 
apathy or panic and seek like-minded 
people to find solutions. If society refers 
to the problem as imaginary rather than 
real, and there is no understanding of 

1	 Seemel, A.-S. 2021. The background and nature of activism in climate active individuals on the example 
of Estonian environmental organizations’ members. Bachelor’s thesis. Tartu: Estonian University of Life 
Sciences.  

2	 This research was financed by the Estonian Research Council (PRG908).

3	 Stress caused by environmental changes.
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the need for wider action, then climate 
concern may indeed become an actual 
mental health problem in an indifferent 
and judgmental environment (O’Brien 
and Elders 2022; Pihkala 2020). On the 
other hand, wider societal understand-
ing and recognition of the problem of 
climate change and the need to act on 
its solutions can mitigate risks to mental 
health, mobilise people to address the 
problem and build resilience. For these 
reasons, we use the term ‘climate con-
cern’ throughout the article to refer to 
a justified stressful concern about real 
threats from climate change. It aptly 
points to a reality that causes such feel-
ings. 

The particularities of  
climate change shape  
the spread and nature of 
climate concern

Climate change, the cause of cli-
mate concern, differs in several 
ways from other environmen-

tal problems affecting mental health  
(Pihkala 2020). First, climate change is a 
global and systemic problem. Unlike air 
pollution or noise, the changes that come 
with it are not necessarily perceptible 
locally. Local weather conditions do not 
provide a clear understanding of broad-

er climate processes, and even less of the 
future changes in a particular place. But 
we still need to mitigate climate change, 
although actions by any individual so-
ciety towards changes in the economy, 
politics or everyday life are insufficient to 
slow down climate change.
	 Another aspect of the problem is that 
it is still developing and lies mainly in the 
future. This can increase fear, as even the 
best models cannot fully predict the fu-
ture. The fate of human societies in such 
a situation is also unpredictable. In Esto-
nia, where there is relatively little direct 
experience of climate change, climate 
concerns are primarily mediated by the 
media and political decision-makers. 
People experience it as a concern, ab-
stracted from fragments of information, 
about the loss of hope for the future  
and the imminent arrival of dire conse-
quences. 
	 In this way, climate concern depends 
on whether and how public discussions 
address scientific and abstract prob-
lems and translate them into everyday 
language. More broadly, it also depends 
on the extent to which science is un-
derstood and trusted as a coherent re-
flection of reality, and the ability of sci-
ence to create adequate models of the 
future. The similarity of the messages 
from different branches of science also 
plays a role (e.g. both climatologists and 
biologists can see the consequences of 
climate change), as do the quality and 
scope of the translation of abstract scien-
tific messages into everyday language, 
and the level of scientific education of 
the population. Unlike specific, locally 
measurable parameters of environmen-
tal pollution, climate change – which is 
global, future-related and abstract – re-
quires an explanation that enables the 
whole society to begin to understand the 
problem. This includes those on whom 
the solution to the problem depends 
(especially in terms of their production 
and consumption practices) but who are 
shielded from societal expectations and 
demands for change. 

‘Climate concern’ is a justified 
stressful concern about real 
threats from climate change. 
The label ‘climate anxiety’ 
obscures the fact that there 
is a real and serious prob-
lem behind the emotional 
response.
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	 Most climate-conscious citizens are 
critical of the existing economic system 
and social structures because these are 
seen as the main sources of the climate 

problem. They do not regard economic  
growth as a positive trend; they are 
aware that it leads to increased climate 
risks and depleted natural resources. 
Their climate concern is triggered by 
the experience that social institutions 
are most likely unable to manage and 
prevent the climate problem, as they 
cannot function outside the capitalist 
economic system and growth ideology. 
Because of this, they see climate change 
as a ‘super-wicked’ problem (Gilligan and  
Vanderbergh 2020): it must be solved in 
a limited time frame, it cannot be cen-
trally controlled, its potential solvers are 
also the cause of the problem, and the 
solution is held back by irrationally con-
tinuing policy choices (Levin et al. 2012). 
The super-wickedness of the problem 
also lies in its entanglement with many 
other problems, and understanding this 
leads one to seriously doubt that the ex-
isting economic system can cope with 
the problems it has caused, offering 
merely greenwashing and ‘technofixes’4 
as solutions.
	 As a result, climate-concerned peo-
ple change their economic behaviour, 
focusing on consumption and lifestyle, 
which from this point of view is the only 
conceivable course of action both on the 
economic and personal level. Striving 

to prevent the consequences of climate 
change means new choices and new 
plans for the future. This behaviour can 
be seen both as adaptive and as offer-
ing mental balance, because it resolves 
the dissonance between conventional 
participation in the climate-destroying 
economy on the one hand and climate 
concern on the other.

The level of climate  
concern in Estonian  
society is low but rising

The level of climate concern varies 
by country and depends on the lo-
cal circumstances: the climate sen-

sitivity of the region, the threats that are 
publicly discussed, the socioeconomic 
situation, environmental attitudes and 
perceptions of human impact on the 
environment, and the views of opinion 
leaders (Plüschke-Altof et al. 2020). Like 
everywhere in the world, climate con-
cerns are on the rise in Estonia. An en-
vironmental awareness survey of the 
Estonian population (Turu-uuringute AS 
2020) indicates that while only 10% of the 
population considered climate change a 
serious problem in 2016, by 2020 this fig-
ure had increased to 18%. A similar situa-
tion is confirmed by a recent European 
Investment Bank survey (EIB 2022), ac-
cording to which 19% of people in Esto-
nia considered climate change a serious 
problem.
	 The results of the European Social  
Survey (2016) indicate that concern 
among Estonian people is lower than 
the European average (see Figure 5.1.1). 
At first glance, the situation could be 
associated with Estonia’s climatic re-
gion, which is less affected by extreme  
weather conditions. Figure 5.1.1 shows, 
however, that Estonia’s level of con-
cern is not in the same group with the  

Most climate-conscious citizens are 
critical of the existing economic 
system and social structures because 
these are seen as the main sources of 
the climate problem.

4	 Technological fixes, or attempts to use non-existent or as yet inadequately implemented or upscaled tech-
nologies to resolve problems (e.g. climate problems).
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climatically similar Nordic countries but 
is rather closer to that of the other former 
Eastern Bloc countries.
	 According to a European Investment 
Bank survey (EIB 2020), there are many 
more men (20% in Estonia; 10% in Eu-
rope) than women (12% in Estonia; 7% in 
Europe) who do not admit that climate 
change is real. Estonian men and women 
also differ in terms of their levels of doubt 
about the anthropogenic nature of cli-
mate change (29% of men and 16% of 
women doubt it) and the extent to which 
their behaviour can influence climate 
change (55% of Estonian men and 31% 
of women do not believe that they can 
make an impact). On average, a higher 
percentage of people in Estonia (42%) 
than in Europe on average (31%) do not 
believe that their behaviour can affect 
climate change to any significant extent 
or at all. 
	 Only 10% of the Estonian population 
think that climate change affects their 
daily life, while 17% do not think that even 
their children’s lives could be affected by 

climate change. However, the percent-
age of all those who think that climate 
change affects their everyday life at least 
somewhat is considerably higher: 72%. In 
this respect, Estonians are clearly in the 
same group with the other climatical-
ly similar Northern European countries 
and share the belief that their location 
protects them against extreme climate 
events. 
	 An Estonian environmental aware-
ness survey (Turu-uuringute AS 2020) 
describes the main perceived threats 
caused by climate change and the re-
spondents’ assessment of the state’s 
capacity to handle these threats (Figure 
5.1.2). Over time, the threats have begun 
to be recognised as more important, 
while the percentage of people who 
doubt the state’s ability to cope with 
extreme climate events has also risen. 
Those worried about the state’s ability to 
respond are more often older people, Es-
tonian-speakers, residents of small towns 
and settlements, and residents of central 
and southern Estonia.

Figure 5.1.1. Average level of climate concern in Estonia and selected regions, on a 
scale of 1–5

SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on European Social Survey data from 2016

		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	

ESTONIA

Former Eastern  
Bloc countries

Nordic countries

Western Europe

Europe (without Estonia)

2.64

2.77

2.94

3.19

3.07

AVERAGE SCORE ON A SCALE OF 1–5
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Figure 5.1.2. The main perceived climate threats and assessment of the state’s ability 
to cope with extreme climate events (%)

SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on the Estonian environmental 
awareness survey data from 2016 and 2020 (Turu-uuringute AS 2020)

	 One might assume that indifference 
to climate change reflects socioeco- 
nomic difficulties and deprivation, such 
as the inability to find the mental ener-
gy to deal with the issue. However, the 
European survey does not show that in-
difference significantly increases with 
low income. Rather, the share of climate 
change deniers and those who doubt 
the anthropogenic origin of climate 
change is somewhat larger among peo-
ple with higher incomes. The income 
gap is particularly clear when it comes to 
being concerned about extreme climate 
events – low income increases concern 
and the feeling that individual behaviour 
has little effect. These differences are 
even more striking against the absence 
of such an income gap in the European 
average attitudes (Figure 5.1.3). The re-
sults of the European survey (EIB 2022) 
also reveal that Estonian residents rank 
fourth in terms of their fear that green 
policies may reduce their purchasing 
power.

	 A European survey (EIB 2022) indi-
cates that 67% of Estonian residents are 
convinced that they are doing everything 
they can in their daily lives to fight cli-
mate change. At the same time, only 35% 
believe that their fellow citizens are do-
ing the same. This difference in opinion is 
especially significant when compared to 
other countries: overall, these differences 
are larger in Southern European coun-
tries and smaller in Northern Europe. 
The dissonance between experiencing 
climate change and perceiving fellow 
citizens’ willingness to change probably 
creates frustration in people, which is 
greater in Southern Europe, where the 
changes are more clearly felt. Estonia is 
quite exceptional among northern coun-
tries: given Estonia’s location and back-
ground, our indicators should be lower 
than those of Lithuania and Latvia, but 
they are not. Unfortunately, the quan-
titative data do not explain Estonians’ 
greater mistrust towards their fellow res-
idents’ willingness to act.
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Figure 5.1.3. Climate change attitudes in lower and higher income brackets in Estonia 
and Europe (%)

SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on EIB data from 2020

CLIMATE CONCERN AFFECTS 
PEOPLE’S BEHAVIOUR
Climate concern has tangible con-
sequences, and a willingness to 
change one’s behaviour for the 
sake of the climate is also relatively 
common in Estonia: 
●	 14% have already decisively re-

duced or stopped eating beef
●	 38% buy local food products
●	 27% cycle or walk (19% do so 

based on climate considerations)
●	 13% no longer have a car
●	 20% spend holidays in Estonia 

or nearby
●	 24% do not fly

At the same time, there is a striking 
proportion of those who do noth-
ing, and intend to continue doing 
nothing, for the sake of the climate: 

●	 37% do not intend to reduce 
their consumption of beef based 
on climate considerations

●	 27% do not want to start buying 
local products

●	 19% do not plan to reduce car use
●	 32% do not intend to start using 

public transport
●	 40% do not intend to fly less
●	 50% do not intend to give up 

their dream holidays in faraway 
destinations 

Given these patterns, seriously con-
cerned residents are likely to feel 
that fellow citizens do not share 
their concerns.
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Experiences of people 
concerned about climate 
change in Estonian society

We looked at ethnographic data 
to get an insight into climate 
concern: how the caring or in-

difference, inaction or action around us 
affects the climate-concerned and what 
that concern or fear means to them. Dis-
tinguishing those who are seriously con-
cerned about the climate from the rest 
of the population is not easy, as other 
people’s indifference to the climate prob-
lem makes it difficult to express one’s 
concern. A person’s immediate social 
circle can be downright hostile to their 
worries. In the past three or four years, 
the topic has become more recognised, 
but with the emergence of new global 
climate movements, their representa-
tives and participants have also come 

under criticism from the press as well as 
social media. Some of those concerned 
conceal their anxiety, while others talk 
about it only in a narrow circle. Here we 
look at people who express their climate 
concerns quite clearly – for example, by 
participating in groups focusing on the 
future of the climate and environment. 
Studying these people allows insight not 
only into the concern itself but also into 
the action that stems from it.
		

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

Climate agency is the ability 
to act to alleviate climate 
concerns by making choices to 
slow down climate change and 
implementing these choices in 
a society or group.

Figure 5.1.4. An ideal model for moving from climate change awareness to action

SOURCE: figure by the authors

NOTE: Depending on the context and the public attitude, the journey can also lead elsewhere, such as to apathy or a search for personal 
solutions.

Climate change  
awareness

Climate concern

Climate activism

Climate agency
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5	 All names are pseudonyms.

Mental health issues make up the 
framework of this article, but we do not 
approach them from a psychological 
perspective. Instead, we view climate 
concern as a mental health-related ex-
perience that mediates human relation-
ships and is linked to people’s actions 
and perceptions of the environment and 
the future. Experiencing climate concern 
is an important step towards climate 
agency (Pearse et al. 2018, pp. 340–342), 
that is, towards the ability to act against 
climate change. Climate agency involves 
overcoming the abstractness of climate 
problems so that people start looking 
for specific ways to find solutions and for 
support networks (see Figure 5.1.4). 

There is no turning back 
from climate concern

For many of the climate-concerned 
people in our study, their first expo-
sure to climate issues was informa-

tion about scientific data in the media 
and social media. The new knowledge 
triggered their desire to search for more 
information, which in turn opened their 
eyes to the complexity of the problem 
and the imminence of the threats. This 
experience can be world-changing. One 
of our youngest respondents states: 
‘When I became aware [of the climate is-
sue] six months ago, [I realised] that you 
will deal with it for the rest of your life’ 
(Gerli,5 17). Another young interviewee 
describes her and her family’s concerns 
about the burden she has taken on: ‘At 
the same time, I can’t live any other way 
anymore; now I think more globally, and 
it’s hard for me not to do that. There is no 
way back from this’ (Mai, 19). 
	 Several interviewees point out that 
their first encounters with climate prob-
lems brought along negative emotions: 
sadness, despair, depression and anger. 

Over time, these have turned into ac-
ceptance. Emotions can change across a 
wide range and in waves, and many de-
scribe their fear as a developing process. 
For example, in the beginning, there 
was ‘depressing, overwhelming knowl-
edge, which turned into anger at some 
point. […] Then there was acceptance, 
and then I studied even more deep-
ly, and a new wave of depression arose 
from it’ (Seemel 2021). A part of the fear is 
purely existential. As Häli (16) says, ‘may-
be I’ll just die at the age of 30 because  
of … some kind of climate change effect.’ 
On the other hand, fear motivates action: 
‘Fear is a very big motivator for me and 
why I am involved in climate activism in 
the first place. I don’t want to live in the 
kind of future world that is currently be-
ing predicted’ (Alvar, 20).

People feel alone in their 
climate concern

Among the interviewees, the feel-
ing of being alone with their con-
cerns increases their fear. While 

social media groups partly relieve the fear, 
personal interaction with like-minded  
people is mostly the privilege of big-city 
dwellers and people already living in en-
vironmentally-minded communities. 
While statistics show a fair share of con-
cerned people, there is still only a small 
percentage of people at the ‘extremely 
concerned’ end of the scale, and they 
may not necessarily reach each other if 
they live in small towns or in the coun-
tryside, or if they don’t use social media. 
	 Extreme concern for a global problem 
that requires the effort of all humanity 
makes the burden especially heavy for a 
small group to bear. The level of concern 
is therefore related to a lack of opportu-
nity to share it and the sense that fellow 
citizens value their comfort more than 
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a safe future: ‘[They] just don’t want to 
change themselves … it’s more conven-
ient as it is, it’s so convenient to continue 
their lives and […] not just […] want to let 
it go and not drive a car anymore’ (Anna, 
16). The indifference of other people in-
creases the concern: ‘[They] don’t seem 
to understand the real consequences, 
how their own lives are affected, right? 
No one can see that connection’ (Gerli, 
17). Seventeen-year-old Kadri describes 
her conflicting feelings between the 
carefree public and her own awareness 
as something she has come to call ‘a 
schizophrenic feeling. On the one hand, I 
read in the IPCC report that the time for 
climate change [mitigation] is running 
out and we are on the way to a major 
crisis, and then I look around me, and 
people are so calm, they still barbeque 
several hundred grams of meat per per-
son and buy new cars and bigger houses  
and no one cares at all. And then you get 
this feeling of living in parallel worlds, 
and it’s actually quite terrible from time 
to time.’ 
	 Being concerned can isolate a per-
son from others if the others consider 
the topic trivial. In such a context, a cli-
mate-concerned person tends to feel 
that talking about climate change only 
annoys and irritates other people. Sev-
eral respondents mention such an ex-
perience, for example: ‘I don’t want to 
push the environmental issue so much 
on people, because […] they probably 
wouldn’t like me very much, because it 
would be annoying’ (Häli, 16). 

	 The gap between understanding cli-
mate change as a problem and taking 
action to prevent or mitigate it is some-
thing the climate-concerned are keenly 
aware of. They state that even those who 
accept and take the problems seriously 
‘cannot grasp the idea that they should 
make changes in their lives or give some-
thing up to deal with the problem now. 
They are ready to take action if it is ben-
eficial and convenient for them, fits into 
their schedule and does not take time 
away from other activities’ (Viire, 30).

Fear of a lost future

The fieldwork shows that one perva-
sive fear is that of a lost or uncertain 
future. ‘I don’t know at all what the 

future will bring […] that’s why it’s so scary, 
it’s very unstable, we don’t know what 
can happen,’ says Alvar (20). For younger 
respondents, whose life path choices are 
in the formative stage, the distortion of fu-
ture opportunities due to climate change 
is depressing: ‘All the previous thoughts 
I had are of little use if the climate goes 
to hell, because whatever I will be doing, 
I will be doing it in an environment that 
has climate in it’ (Kadri, 17). According to 
several climate-concerned respondents, 
their pre-climate awareness visions of the 
future have disappeared, become mean-
ingless or ‘frozen’, put on hold: ‘The whole 
picture of the world that I had of my fu-
ture, […] in fact it basically no longer exists 
[…] Right now […] I feel like I can’t make 
any plans for my life’ (Anna, 16).
	 The feeling that they are living with 
a worrying future is shared by all cli-
mate-concerned people. Uncertainty 
is another part of the fear. Uncertainty, 
and the inability to determine when and 
how climate processes can have a direct 
impact on the person themselves, are 
sources of distress for the participants in 
the study. Many are thinking about fu-
ture scenarios of social collapse, caused 
directly or indirectly by the impact of cli-
mate change. However, preparing for the 

The feeling of being alone with your 
concerns increases fear. A lack of 
opportunity to share your concerns 
and the sense that fellow citizens 
value comfort over a safe future can 
aggravate concern.
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end of the world, so to speak, is strangely 
alienating and frightening amid an indif-
ferent, complacent society that sticks to 
its old way of life. 
	 The concerned have to face an uncer-
tain future so often that they somehow 
manage to overcome their fear and find 
some peace in themselves: ‘On the one 
hand, I am afraid that the system will 
collapse, and on the other hand, I hope 
that it will collapse as quickly as possi-
ble […] The faster it collapses, the faster it 
will be possible to build something more 
functional’ (Marek, 26). 

The positive effects of cli-
mate concern on mental 
health and well-being

Thinking of climate concern as cli-
mate anxiety has meant that cli-
mate awareness is associated with 

the psychological problems that anxiety 
can lead to. Yet for our subjects, climate 
awareness is the path to climate agency, 
through which a person can manage, 
confront and act upon their fear. Behind 
climate agency is a clear understanding 
that climate change is the most crucial 
issue of our time, and a determination to 
take it with the seriousness it deserves. 
The related life changes include climate 
activism – seeking knowledge and solu-
tions, informing others and publicly de-
manding solutions.

	 Although dealing with climate and 
environmental issues can cause deep 
sadness or anguish, those who have 
reached this point feel grateful for the 
knowledge gained. Awareness is a value 
we can build on to prepare for the future: 
‘Whatever it was at the beginning, it was 
a real pain – but now I feel like I’m sev-
eral steps ahead in my thinking. I have 
knowledge that I can share with others. 
And I can work in the name of better hu-
man relationships, before society falls 
apart (Tiia, 46). 
	 For decades, there have been warn-
ings against presenting too-bleak future 
scenarios on the climate issue, as the 
resulting despair can lead to apathy or 
even denial of anthropogenic climate 
change. However, it is precisely in the era 
of talking about the climate crisis instead 
of climate change that citizens have rap-
idly mobilised (Reichel et al. forthcom-
ing). It was the ominous message about 
the climate crisis that brought hundreds 
of young people to strike outside the Es-
tonian Parliament building as part of the 
World Climate Strike in March 2019.
	 Although fellow citizens have re-
garded the climate-active youth as an 
anxious, panicked group whose men-
tal state should raise society’s concern 
and who also contribute to the anxiety 
of bystanders, their activism can also be 
viewed from a completely different an-
gle. Concern and fear often lead to activ-
ism, which helps overcome the concern 
and leads people into calmer waters. 
Activism offers a kind of support group 

A lost future or uncertain 
future is a pervasive fear. 
Preparing for the end of the 
world, so to speak, is strangely 
alienating and frightening 
amid an indifferent, comp-
lacent society that sticks to its 
old way of life.

Although dealing with climate and 
environmental issues can cause deep 
sadness or anguish, those who have 
reached this point feel grateful for 
the knowledge gained. Awareness is 
a value we can build on to prepare for 
the future.
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with whom the aspects that cause con-
cern and anxiety can be safely discussed. 
Moreover, the fact that the group aims 
to solve a problem allows its members 
to turn their concerns into energy for ac-
tion. This in turn increases mental resil-
ience (Pihkala 2020).
	 Shared concern is motivating and 
empowering, and international reach in 
climate activism gives it an additional  
dimension: ‘We all have similar fears 
and hopes and concerns as regards cli-
mate and activism. It is even more em-
powering somehow, especially the in-
ternational dimension, the feeling that 
we all come together, we all have the 
same goal. It was very life-changing for 
me’ (Mai, 19). Participating and acting 
in a group relieves the fear that no one 
else cares about the issue and is ready 
for change, as well as the feeling that 
all action is futile. Fear can be seen as a 
life-changing catalyst, and the mental 
state of the climate-concerned does not 
necessarily amount to being passive or 
giving up. 

The climate-concerned are 
actively engaged in main-
taining mental health

In addition to having a support group 
and enthusiastic agency, participants 
in climate movements benefit from an 

awareness of the importance of mental 
health. Climate movements started from 
people’s concerns, which also means 
that people are aware of the implications 
of the issue for their mental well-being. 
Several climate groups have focused 
on mental balance: ‘Certainly, being cli-
mate activists, we have a stronger argu-
ment or a stronger motivation to avoid 
this kind of burnout thing, because the 
point of this whole thing is sustainabil- 

ity, both in the world with nature and 
so on, and in the movement itself  
(Mai, 19). Self-analysis is also important 
for understanding the role of activism 
in the balance: ‘Remaining calm at 
the same time, not being crushed by 
everything that is happening. I guess 
sometimes I used to have a hard time 
being active seeing how bad everything 
is’ (Anna, 16).
	 The same thinking is supported by an 
activist speaking specifically about men-
tal health: ‘I’ve come across people with 
crazy traumas, but I understand that it’s 
just such an emotional topic. […] That’s 
why I’ve gone a little bit in the direction 
where I’m really interested in maintain-
ing mental health (Cäthy, 30). The bal-
ance is also maintained by placing lim-
its on how much to deal with topics that 
can aggravate the concern: ‘We have a 
rule that we can talk about these top-
ics for maybe two hours a day, and then 
we stop and start talking about sports 
or something. You can’t live in it all the 
time’ (Artur, 31). 
	 Thus, participating in climate-con-
scious groups – both in-person and vir-
tual – helps on many levels. First, it helps 
that the object of concern is dealt with 
by searching for information and the 
best solutions. Second, it provides a sup-
portive social environment where people 
work together to solve the problem. Third, 
mental health issues are consciously ad-
dressed in such environments.

Climate movements started 
from people’s concerns, 
indicating that people are 
aware of the implications of 
climate issues for their mental 
well-being.
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Climate concern means awareness 
of a global, systemic, future-relat-
ed problem that societies and fel-

low citizens are not addressing seriously 
enough. Although there are not many 
extremely climate-concerned people, 
an increase in awareness is a clear trend, 
influenced by both information on cli-
mate-related disasters in the world and 
personally experienced changes in the 
weather. The rising climate concern is 
not a passive panic that ends up causing 
apathy; instead, it leads people looking 
for relief to seek out new knowledge and 
groups that share relevant knowledge 
and offer outputs for action. As such, cli-
mate concern is a path to climate agency 
and the possibility of channelling one’s 
concern into new social relations and ac-
tivities, which in turn help shape the sit-
uation and general trends. Therefore, it is 
not a mental health problem but a solu-
tion-seeking adaptation process moti-
vated by a real problem.
	 However, it should be kept in mind 
that the path to climate agency cannot 
be taken for granted. It is important from 
the mental health perspective that for 
some people, climate anxiety in its dif-
ferent stages reduces the ability to cope, 
and they risk developing mental health 
problems. This is especially so for those 
who cannot find a way to share and re-
direct their concerns. Mental health 
problems arising from climate concern 

are signs that something is wrong in the 
relationship between humans and the 
environment. The whole society should 
pay attention to this, not just those who 
experience it more acutely.
	 Concern or fear in the face of dan-
ger is an adequate response, as is seek-
ing social support in such a situation. 
Climate-conscious people are usually 
also aware of the importance of main-
taining mental health. Taking climate 
change and environmental damage se-
riously and implementing solutions to it 
should be a common goal for Estonian 
society. Then climate change adaptation 
can truly be tackled. And this in turn will 
help alleviate the tangible consequences  
of climate change, while also supporting 
science-based environmental and cli-
mate awareness, encouraging climate- 
concerned people to come together and 
act towards a common goal, and pro-
moting these people’s mental health in 
the process. ●
 

SUMMARY

Climate concern is not a mental 
health problem but a solution- 
seeking adaptation process  
motivated by a real problem.
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Concern or fear in the face of  
danger is an adequate response, 
as is seeking social support in 
such a situation.


