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Introduction

The year 2020 has marked an important juncture as the year that measures set by the 
signatories of the 2016 Paris Agreement were due to take effect (UNFCCC 2020). 
Aiming to limit climate change driven global temperature rises, the Paris Agreement 
set out the responsibilities of all nations for urgent climate action to mitigate an exis-
tential threat posed to humans. In the lead up to COP26, the forum to share and check 
progress towards the goals of the Paris Agreement (scheduled for November 2020), 
young climate activists in particular have made clear their dissatisfaction with the lack 
of urgency and progress being made towards tackling this emergency, with this 
prompting the largest ever international climate change protests in September 2019 
(Moeve 2019). Then, in the early months of 2020, the COVID–19 pandemic spread 
across the world, creating an unprecedented period of change. As many nations locked 
down and focused on the coronavirus, climate change was off  the global agenda, the 
COP26 was postponed and the youth-led climate movement experienced significant 
disruption to their mobilisation. As the world now looks to transition through and 
out of the COVID–19 crisis, important questions are being asked about how we can 
‘build back better’ in ways that are both fairer and more environmentally sustainable 
and consider the role of youth voice within this rebuilding effort (United Nations 
Environment Programme 2020). 

In this article we focus on this culturally significant year of 2020, reflecting on the 
seemingly intractable issue of large-scale climate inaction in dealing with the climate 
emergency. The COVID–19 pandemic is without doubt a watershed moment that will 
become a part of defining popular discourse in terms of pre-/-post COVID–19. It also 
offers a unique opportunity to pause and reflect, to offer insight, and enable vision 
into what can be different. The pandemic has had an overwhelming emotional impact 
on many (Maddrell 2020), causing significant disruption to life as we know it. The 
now popular phrase of ‘the new norm’ (Lawson 2020) suggests it has replaced what 
went before signalling a loss of norms. It is therefore through this affective lens of 
dealing with imposed change akin to loss that we want to consider climate change 
inaction, drawing parallels with the current pandemic as we do so. We explore the 
challenges as well as opportunities this highlights as a means for understanding how 
to mobilise climate action over inaction. We focus on the ideas of Kübler-Ross (1969), 
whose initial work was developed within the context of death and dealing with grief.

Whilst applying this frame to our discussion, we recognise that not all societies 
deal with loss and grief  in the same way and thus in drawing parallels between human 
loss and climate change in societies ‘where “endings”, including death are “cultural 
taboo”’ (Moser 2020: 2), the article inevitably pulls towards explanations on climate 
inaction within the context of the Global North. Climate change is a global issue with 
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problems of inaction permeating many societies, however we argue the overarching 
‘problem’ of climate inaction is one created, and maintained, by the Global North 
and societies with ‘climate/environmental privilege’ (Norgaard 2012; Williams 2020) 
through systemic inaction. Utilising this lens, we unpack ‘inaction’ as we consider 
what this looks like in a broader global context. We examine the role of emotion in 
mobilising individuals into action, before looking to examples of leadership in this 
area, particularly focusing on those communities already being directly affected by 
climate change. But first, we focus on understanding the problem of climate change as 
one of climate (in)justice. 

Climate change as an issue of injustice

We are in the midst of a climate crisis (IPBES 2019). With 2020 predicted to be the 
hottest year on record and 19 of the 20 hottest years occurring since 2001 (NASA 
2020), the scientific community unequivocal in locating the reasons for this firmly 
with human activity (IIPC, 2021). Our reliance on burning fossil fuels as the primary 
power source for the global economy leads to excess heat being trapped within the 
earth’s atmosphere, creating a range of problems including rising sea  temperatures, 
melting permafrosts and ice sheets and an increased intensity of rainfall (IPCC 2018). 
The IPCC report (2018) demonstrated the need to cap global heating at 1.5 degrees 
above the pre-industrial baseline by 2030 and to move towards net zero greenhouse 
gas emissions by 2050 if  we are to avoid irreversible  damage (IPCC 2018). The picture 
is not a positive one and yet despite the overwhelming consensus from within the 
 scientific community that human actions are culpable, the political will to seek change 
has been lacking (Willis 2020). At the most recent global climate summit, COP25, the 
nations of the world failed to reach necessary agreements to curb  emissions (United 
Nations 2019). At the same time, the media (both mainstream and social media) 
remain beset with fake news and in an era of post-truth, fact and opinion  converge, 
experts are dismissed (Willis 2020). Here the very real threat of climate change denial 
exists, with powerful lobbyists and interest groups maintaining a strong influence in 
politics, making the task of change nothing if  not difficult (DeNicola & Subramaniam 
2014). 

The dire consequences that climate change is, and will continue to have, on humans 
is multifaceted. Extreme weather events have seen a 3-fold increase since the 1960s, 
resulting in over 60,000 additional deaths per year (World Health Organization 2018). 
All social and environmental determinants of health; clean air, safe drinking water, 
sufficient food and secure shelter; are at risk (ibid). Between 2030 and 2050, climate 
change is projected to increase the prominence of malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea 
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and heat stress, leading to around 250,000 further deaths annually (World Health 
Organization 2018). Over 140 million people are predicted to migrate within their 
countries’ borders by 2050 (Rigaud et al. 2018), solely because climate change has 
made their previous homes uninhabitable. Crops will fail to grow in the new condi-
tions presented by climate change, sea level rise will swallow whole settlements, access 
to clean drinking water will cease, and other locations will simply become too hot to 
sustain human life. With these challenges, over 100 million additional people will be 
pushed back into poverty as soon as 2030 (Hallegatte et al. 2015). According to the 
World Wildlife Fund’s 2020 Living Planet Report (WWF 2020), the global wildlife 
population has declined by 68% since 1970. Biodiversity loss from deforestation and 
the cultivation of land for monocultures, plastic pollution, land degradation, exploita-
tion of the Earth’s natural and finite resources, water contamination and air pollu-
tion, to name but a few on an even longer list, are all putting our ecosystems under 
additional pressure and threatening biodiversity on both local and global scales 
(O’Connor et al. 2020; Peters et al. 2020). 

The situation presented above is bleak for everyone, however the negative impacts 
of climate change are not equally dispersed and instead, countries in the Global South 
and otherwise disadvantaged groups are disproportionality affected (World Health 
Organization 2018). We use the term disadvantaged to categorise those who experi-
ence climate inequalities and bear the brunt of climate injustices; paying particular 
attention to the Global North/South divide and the demographic, socio-economic 
and political factors such as gender, race, age, ethnicity, religion, income and assets, 
access to public resources and involvement in public decision making; in governing 
the unequal distribution of negative climate impacts. The dynamics listed here are not 
an exhaustive list and there are many other contributing factors that predict an indi-
viduals’ or communities’ (dis)advantage. The climate crisis is thus particularly unjust 
in that the most vulnerable to its impacts are those least responsible for its creation 
(Robinson 2019; UNICEF 2015). As such, Sanson & Burke (2020: 343) view the 
 climate crisis as ‘an issue of structural violence and intergenerational justice’ which 
may lead to a breakdown of human rights and a ‘climate apartheid scenario in  
which the wealthy pay to escape overheating, hunger and conflict, while the rest of the 
world is left to suffer’ (United Nations General Assembly 2019: 10). 

Under the premise that inequalities relating to demographic characteristics such 
as race, age and gender often present themselves through income and assets, Islam 
and Winkel (2017) suggest that disadvantaged groups, that is those who face climate 
inequalities, are: more exposed to climate hazards; more susceptible to damage caused 
by climate hazards; and have decreased ability to cope with and recover from climate 
damages. Put simply, ‘the relationship between climate change and social inequality is 
characterized by a vicious cycle, whereby initial inequality makes disadvantaged 
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groups suffer disproportionately from the adverse effects of climate change, resulting 
in greater subsequent inequality’ (Islam and Winkel 2017: 2). 

This correlation between climate (in)justice and wealth disparities is well 
 documented elsewhere, whereby poverty is considered a key element in determining 
vulnerability to climate change (Gerrard 2016; Givens et al. 2019; Hallegate et al. 
2015; IPCC 2018; Jorgenson et al. 2019; Rigaud et al. 2019). On an international scale, 
the most disadvantaged by climate change are poorer nations, often within the Global 
South, and Indigenous communities (Givens et al. 2019; Hallegate et al. 2015). Many 
of these regions lie in geographically high-risk areas that face increased risk from a 
rise in both flooding and drought. However, it is not their geographical location alone 
that puts them at a disadvantage. Positioning them as much more at risk than their 
wealthier counterparts, poorer nations are more likely to lack quality and accessible 
healthcare for all adequate information and warning systems, climate resilient infra-
structure and developed mitigation and adaptation strategies/technology, positioning 
them as much more at risk compared to their wealthier counterparts (Hallegate et al. 
2015). 

Deemed to be one of the greatest threats posed by climate change, of particular 
concern to developing nations is food security (IPCC 2018). Often relying on small 
scale agriculture for both income and food, a loss of predictable weather patterns and 
an increase in frequency and magnitude of hydrological extremes in particular, will 
puts developing nations and their citizens at the epicentre of this challenge (IPCC 
2018). It is no doubt that these changes will impact the poorest nations hardest, how-
ever the injustice is only fully understood when considered under the backdrop that 
collectively, the 10 most food insecure countries in the world emit just 0.08% of total 
global Carbon Dioxide (CO2) emissions (Ware & Krammer 2019). These nations, 
despite contributing so marginally to climate change, face much graver challenges 
than the world’s biggest CO2 producers, and whilst developing countries with a high 
CO2 expenditure do exist, it is usually under the pretence of supplying inputs and 
labour for the West (Prell & Sun 2015). Wealthier nations are in essence ‘offshoring’ 
their emissions and environmental degradation elsewhere (Roberts & Parks 2007). 
These poorer nations, as theorised within the Ecologically Unequal Exchange 
Concept, act as both a tap and a sink for the rest of the world; as a point to extract 
resources and dispose of waste within the world’s economic system of extraction, 
production and consumption (Givens et al. 2019). Such exploitation further exasper-
ates the environmental and ecological risks that these countries face, which in turn 
increases their exposure and vulnerability to the negative impacts of climate change 
(ibid). Within country correlations between inequality and poverty are also apparent 
and are further nuanced by personal income and assets (and thus poverty), that too 
are compounded by social categories and identities such as race, age, social class and 
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gender. These identities are intersectional; that is they ‘work together to produce 
advantages and disadvantages across bodies and space, and … do not act  independently 
of one another’ (Pellow 2016: 225). 

For many years, climate change communication, particularly in the Global North, 
had a predominant disposition towards the science, utilising the ‘polar bear on a melt-
ing ice cap’ imagery with which most individuals are now familiar (Manzo 2010; 
Moser 2010). Over the years facts and figures made headlines, however the unjust 
impact this might have on humans was rarely communicated. Whilst how we com-
municate climate change to the public has been of academic interest since the initial 
communication methods in the 1980s, in 2018, a then 15-year-old Greta Thunberg, 
thrust a new angle upon the world as she made clear the injustices that climate change 
laid upon her and her peers as they critiqued adults’ stewardship of the Earth (Bandura 
& Cherry 2019). Striking from school to highlight her cause, she gained public and 
media attention and by 2019 the climate strikes had gone global, occurring every 
Friday under the now named #FridaysForFuture. All acutely aware of how the  current 
status quo was affecting their current and future worlds, countless environmental and 
Indigenous movements came to the forefront, whilst Extinction Rebellion stepped up 
their acts of civil disobedience. Environmental movements that had long existed in the 
Global South soon also built upon the school strikes, both adopting and adapting the 
approach to connect to their ongoing activities (CIVICUS 2020: 6). Climate injustices 
towards youth in particular, were now firmly in the public eye.

Youth (and their allies) began to mobilise their political power to highlight these 
injustices, with an estimated 6 million young people and their supporters from across 
the globe taking part in the largest climate strikes in history in September 2019 (Taylor 
et al. 2019). The youth voice, and hard to ignore visible evidence, was mounting and 
in response, governments across the globe made declarations acknowledging the 
 climate emergency, whilst many major corporations committed to divestment from 
fossil fuels. Pledges to be carbon neutral surfaced from across the economic and 
 political spectrum and the crisis increasingly became front page news (CIVICUS 
2020). 

For all of civil societies’ successes in advancing the climate crisis on the political 
agenda and within the public eye, views on such forms of activism were often very 
divided with loud critics vocalising disbelief  and discrediting youth’s evidence (Trajber 
et al. 2019). International companies with an vested interest in maintaining the status 
quo channelled their finance into fake news that discredited the movements and cli-
mate science (Farrell et al. 2019), whilst public figures and politicians undermined the 
youth that took a stand (Pinheiro 2020). For example, counter-terrorism police in 
England placed Extinction Rebellion on a list of groups with extremist ideologies 
(Dodd & Grierson 2020) and Brazil’s president Jair Bolsonaro publicly branded Greta 
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Thunberg as a pirralha [little brat] (Watts 2019). With an array of conflicting (mis)
information available to the public, opinions about climate change and climate activ-
ism were polarised, seeing the public divided into various levels of concern, distress 
and action; rather than a homogenous group of citizens working towards the same 
cause. Nevertheless, regardless of the vast disparity of personal opinion, it would be 
fair to say that 2019 was the year when ‘civil society pushed climate change into the 
headlines and made it part of everyday conversation’ (CIVICUS 2020: 6).

The following year of 2020, however, brought the COVID–19 pandemic. As the 
world went into lockdown, the Climate Strikes were put on hold in aide of mitigating 
the virus and front-page news became nothing other than COVID–19 related. The 
climate emergency was seemingly pushed aside. The pandemic disrupted activist’s 
 personal lives and circumstances, obstructing progress and slowing momentum. Ways 
of working had to be adapted, with activism predominantly going online, exposing 
not only the opportunities for mobilisation through virtual means, but also ‘digital 
divides and online power imbalances between dominant voices and excluded groups, 
and between the Global North and Global South’ (CIVICUS 2020: 6). We return to 
this focus on climate activism later in the article in considering the future of the  climate 
movement and how it can move forward through wider forms of mass mobilisation 
on climate action. We also return to 2020, a year of unprecedented change and 
 consider the impact that this has had, and is likely to have, on the thinking through the 
future for climate action.

Connecting emotionally: climate ‘change’ as loss

In attempting to understand the difficulty in mobilising an integrated climate 
 movement to date, and the overall widespread inaction on climate change, McAdam 
(2017) argues that affective dimensions on understanding social movements more 
broadly have often been underestimated. Coming from a social movement theory per-
spective, McAdam (2017: 201) notes that ‘… movement analysts have come to view 
heightened emotions not simply as a characteristic feature of emergent collective 
action, but as a necessary causal component of any explanatory theory [of social 
movements]’. He suggests: 

In general, the reason grassroots movements are rare has more to do with subjective 
impediments to mobilization than with objective opportunities or the presence/
absence of mobilizing structures. Human beings are creatures of habit, deeply invested 
in the taken-for-granted routines, behavioral norms, and established worldviews that 
structure our lives. Emergent collective action almost always requires people to depart 
from those routines, violate those norms, and begin to act in accordance with new 
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conceptions of ourselves and the world. As any seasoned organizer knows, getting 
people to do this is very hard. We tend to resist doing so even when the issue at stake 
is in our objective interest (McAdam, 2017: 199).

McAdam argues that for a grassroots movement to succeed, the mobilising emo-
tions of anger and/or fear – at the injustice and perceived threat respectively – must 
combine with a hope that the injustice or threat can be remedied through collective 
action. Lacking these mobilising drivers means that it is highly unlikely that a move-
ment will develop. Talking more broadly about social movements, McAdam  highlights 
that it is when these ‘mobilizing perceptions’ come together with ‘opportunities and 
organization’ that collective action becomes possible. Talking specifically about 
 climate change, McAdam suggests that ‘concern over climate change has not been 
accompanied by the mobilisation of either of the two strong emotions, fear or anger, 
normally associated with movement emergence’ (2017: 201). Thus, the subjective and 
affective orientation of individuals is perhaps where we may best understand the root 
impetus for collective (social) movements on climate change. 

Climate change represents the biggest form of (un)imaginable loss to humans; at 
worst, the threat to life as we know it and our existence. It represents loss of certainty 
about what the future holds, a loss of confidence that we can simply carry on as  
we were and the potential for a loss of, most worryingly, of hope for the future. As we 
have already argued above however, affective responses to climate change have not yet 
managed to inspire and mobilise the wide scale social movements and/or commitment 
to action and social change required to address the advancing crisis. One area where 
humans do experience individual loss at its most extreme is in relation to death – both 
the anticipation of one’s own and that of a loved one, and whilst death has a more 
‘clear end point’ (Hobbs 2013: 147) ‘change itself  represents a loss of what was there 
before’ (Hobbs 2013: 146), forcing us as ‘creatures of habit’ to ‘depart’ from and 
 ‘violate’ the ‘deeply invested in’ and the ‘taken-for-granted routines, behavioral norms, 
and established worldviews that structure our lives’ (McAdam 2017: 199). 

Emerging from the field of psychiatry through her work initially with terminally ill 
patients, Kübler-Ross (1969) theorised that there are five stages of grief  that  individuals 
experience on receiving the news of their impending mortality. These five stages are: 
Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance. These act as a framework 
that equips us with dealing with life and loss, with the model being one of the best-
known frameworks that attempt to understand the process of grieving. The frame-
work is not without its criticisms, amongst them that it was not based on substantive 
empirical evidence and that explicitly labelling naming five stages might suggest that 
those who did not fit within these stages or such a journey that they were grieving 
incorrectly (Corr 2019). However, despite some perceived shortcomings, the frame-
work has been widely used and adapted across various fields beyond psychiatry, 
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 evolving from its initial focus on death to a wide range of other situations involving a 
form of individual loss, trauma and/or significant change including, but not limited to 
the breakdown of relationships and estrangements, the loss or restructuring of work 
and routines, infertility, disclosures around sexuality and transgenderism and so forth 
(Coolhart et al. 2018; Gibson 2007; Parkes 1972; Sanders 1999; Savin-Williams & 
Dubé 1998; Vickers & Parris 2007; Wright 2011).

Perhaps unsurprisingly then, there is a growing body of work that focuses upon 
grief, loss and emotion as linked to climate change and environmental losses more 
broadly (Antadze 2020; Hobbs 2013). Moser (2020) offers an important summary of 
these, including work focused on climate grief  – where people begin to mourn the 
losses to habitats, spaces, species and ways of life (Cunsolo & Ellis 2018; Marshall  
et al. 2019), climate anxiety – the impact on people’s wellbeing caused due to worrying 
about climate change (Clayton 2020; Phikala 2018) and ‘solastalgia’ – ‘the distress 
that is produced by environmental change impacting on people while they are directly 
connected to their home environment’ (Albrecht et al. 2007: s95) with Kübler-Ross’ 
ideas having been influential within significant parts of this work. Running (2007), 
directly using the five staged framework as an analogy to make sense of the emotional 
responses of people to his work as a climate scientist, argued that most people started 
at stage 1 – Denial, either not believing science itself  or that humans are at fault and 
argued people at this stage see no reason to disturb the status quo. Running (2007) 
argued that in his experience, many people jumped straight from stage 1 to stage 4 
(Depression) whereas others moved to stage 2, Anger (often directed at him as the 
bearer of the bad news). They also displayed anger toward the idea of them having to 
change their lives as a means to mitigate climate change, an observation well echoed 
elsewhere within the field of climate science (Socolow 2012). This might, at least in 
part, explain some of the widespread anger and hostility directed towards Greta 
Thunberg. As a particularly prominent activist, Greta Thunberg often appears 
 targeted as the messenger (McCarthy 2019) and frequently undergoes intense scrutiny 
aimed to discredit her messages; often via deeply personal and malicious denigration 
of her status as young person, a female and somebody with autism. Interestingly then, 
she too unequivocally exhibits and draws upon emotional responses including anger, 
however it is framed under a different light and instead shows anger directed at the 
lack of action on climate change (Martiskainen et al. 2020).

Following these initial two stages, Running (2007) argues that those who then 
 proceed through the third stage Bargaining, are those looking for/clinging to any 
 positives inferred within climate change that enable them not to have to embrace 
changes to their behaviours or lifestyles, such as celebrating warmer weather and the 
positives this might bring, including say reduced heating costs and energy consump-
tion. Step 4, Depression, represents the shift in thinking and the associated feelings to 
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understanding change is necessary but is deeply upsetting for many, especially in 
 considering the enormity of the task ahead with Running (2007) saying that he  himself  
often reverts to this stage on bad days. For Running, stage 5 Acceptance is the stage at 
which the problem is acknowledged and solutions are sought, although he adds the 
important caveat that for addressing climate change, the viability of  alternatives need 
to be clear for all to see to enable ‘hope’. 

In building upon Running (2007), Wysham (2012) makes clear that stage 5 is often 
difficult to reach because the implications are so scary, but adds that: 

We must accept this dreadful prognosis if  we are to act appropriately. But acceptance 
does not mean that is all is lost. After years of working through these stages, I’ve dis-
covered a new sixth stage: Doing The Work. This means taking courage from each 
other as we look this monster in the eye and fight side-by-side in the battle of a life-
time. Systemic change – not just light-bulb change – is what’s required now. This must 
include everything from replacing the GDP as an outdated measure of progress to 
getting schools to teach climate science and arm the next generation with the facts. 

Here, Running (2007) and Wysham (2012) are both working with the emotional 
response stages outlined by Kübler-Ross (1969) as applied to understanding the emo-
tional journey individuals go through as they process the implications of change, and 
the disruption to ‘normal life’ (McAdam 2017). In adding the sixth stage, Wysham 
moves away from the function of the original stages within the Kübler-Ross (1969) 
framework because ‘The Work’ is not an emotional reaction as much as it is an ‘action’. 
Whilst lesser well utilised than the original Kübler-Ross (1969) framework in most 
academic fields, the adaption of the model referred to as the Kübler-Ross Change 
Curve™ has been widely used in the world of business to both understand and  manage 
more collective forms of loss and/or change, most notably organisational change 
(EKR Foundation, n.d.). Within the Kübler-Ross Change Curve™, the stages of grief  
first developed by Kübler-Ross (1969) are seen as the emotional responses to and reac-
tions regarding the news of change and are seen as ‘defence/coping mechanism to 
change, loss and/or shock’ (EKR Foundation, n.d.). Jalagat (2018: 2), highlights the 
four ‘stages of change’ present in Kübler-Ross’ Change Curve™ with each stage 
encompassing the emotional reactions to this change, loss and/or shock. Captured 
within each stage is the present ‘state’ of change whereby ‘the idea is that insights 
provided at each stage reduce the change impact and move individuals from negative 
to positive stages in an upward curve towards transformative sustainable change’ 
(Ramos-Volz 2018: 145). The first state is that of ‘status quo’ where shock and denial 
are the reactions to the news of significant change/loss that is experienced as a ‘trau-
matic situation’ (Jalagat 2018: 2). The second state of change is ‘disruption’ where 
anger and fear are the typical reactions of those experiencing the changes and there is 
realisation that their lives are about to undergo significant changes and the negative 
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implications are amplified in providing motivation for resisting (Jalagat 2018). Stage 
3, ‘exploration’ is where people become able to ‘accept’ that change is happening and 
start to explore future opportunities. Jalagat (2018: 3) sees this stage as being the 
‘turning point for people to slowly discover the significance of change’ before then 
moving into the fourth and final state of change, ‘rebuilding’, whereby individuals 
have reaction moves to ‘commitment’; a commitment to engage and shape their 
response to the change in a positive way. In our view, incorporating the ideas from 
Kübler-Ross’ Change Curve™ allow us think about that relationship between emo-
tions and our commitment to change. However, we would argue that rather than a 
singular curve of change, to understand the relationship between emotions and change 
linked to climate action, this might best be understood as resembling a wave as we 
have depicted in Figure 1. 

Here we have focused on attempting to understand the implications for engaging 
in various forms of action, with the initial first and second ‘state’ of change (‘status 
quo’ and ‘disruption’) representing inaction, whilst the third and fourth ‘state’ 
 (‘exploration’ and ‘rebuilding’) signalling ‘turning point[s]’ (Jalagat 2018: 3) towards 
action. In this way, Wysham’s (2012) addition of the sixth stage ‘The Work’ to 
Running’s initial use of the five stages outlined by Kübler-Ross (1969) is also encapsu-
lated in ‘commitment’ to ‘The Work’ needed to rebuild. However, in moving to a more 
continuous wave of change embedded within what we see as a moving sea of emotion 
(Figure 1), we recognise that this is a messy process with many points for which those 
on that emotional journey of change can face further emotional disruptions that may 
need to explore and rebuild from.

We propose that these exploration and rebuilding stage[s] are significant in 
 understanding the emotional journeys already travelled by those individuals involved 
in climate activism and social action; already committing to the enormous task of 

Figure 1. Wave of Change in a Sea of Emotion – adapted from Kübler-Ross (1969). 
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‘rebuilding’ in its various guises. In fact, an important part of ‘The Work’ involved in 
this ‘rebuilding’ state is to get as many people to traverse a similar emotional journey 
to theirs if  they are going to tip people out of the first two stages and reach their 
 turning points but the question remains; how will this happen given the general wide-
spread inaction despite the almost unanimous scientific consensus on the urgent need 
for action? Returning to McAdam’s point (2017: 194) that to mobilise people into a 
movement, ‘…at a minimum, people need to feel both aggrieved about (or threatened 
by) some aspect of their lives and optimistic that by acting collectively they can begin 
to redress the problem…’. In trying to understand this lack of mobilisation on  climate, 
despite the existential threat, McAdams (2017: 201) argues: 

Concern over climate change has not been accompanied by the mobilization of either 
of the two strong emotions, fear or anger, normally associated with movement emer-
gence. Two factors I have mentioned above—lack of identity ownership and extended 
time horizon—help us understand why this is the case. First, relative to other issues, 
few of us feel a strong identification with the issue of climate change, and strong 
 emotion requires just this kind of identification. 

He continues:

The extended time horizon that people associate with climate change also has  affective 
implications. As long as we can persuade ourselves that the worst effects of climate 
change lie in some relatively distant future and that we still have time to minimize their 
damage, our fear of climate change is more likely to be of a dispassionate, intellectual 
nature than the more visceral fear that catalyzes action. 

It is hard to disagree with McAdam’s observations here as being highly significant in 
accounting for the lack of widespread action at a grassroots level. Moser (2020) addi-
tionally argues that pushing the urgency of climate change is unlikely to be a vote 
winner for most global political leaders, meaning agreed and meaningful top-down 
action is unlikely without the significant pressure that can result from social move-
ments. Climate change then has perhaps just been too big (and philosophical), too 
impersonal to us as individuals, and perceived to be too far in the future to trigger the 
personal shock and fear needed to even disrupt the ‘status quo’ of people’s lives. Under 
this guise, the vision of enough people actively engaging in exploration and rebuilding 
has seemed, depressingly up until now, an almost impossible feat.

The year 2020 – collective grief and loss

2020 was, in the most simplistic of terms, a tumultuous year. A global pandemic that 
has caused mass disruption to life as we know it across the globe. David Kessler, 
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 compared the feelings people were going through as akin to dealing with loss and 
grieving in an interview with Harvard Business School that went viral in March, as 
much of the world faced lockdown (Berinato 2020). Kessler said:

…we’re feeling a number of different griefs. We feel the world has changed, and it has. 
We know this is temporary, but it doesn’t feel that way, and we realize things will be 
different. Just as going to the airport is forever different from how it was before 9/11, 
things will change and this is the point at which they changed. The loss of normalcy; 
the fear of economic toll; the loss of connection. This is hitting us and we’re grieving. 
Collectively. We are not used to this kind of collective grief  in the air (Berinato 2020).

He explains how the emotional responses people were experiencing followed the five 
stages of grief  from Kübler-Ross’ (1969) framework:

There’s denial, which we saw a lot of early on: This virus won’t affect us. There’s 
anger: You’re making me stay home and taking away my activities. There’s bargaining: 
Okay, if  I social distance for two weeks everything will be better, right? There’s  sadness: 
I don’t know when this will end. And finally, there’s acceptance. This is happening; I 
have to figure out how to proceed. ... Acceptance, as you might imagine, is where the 
power lies. We find control in acceptance. I can wash my hands. I can keep a safe 
 distance. I can learn how to work virtually (Berinato 2020).

Kessler’s reflections on the experience of collective grief  here is of particular 
 significance to us in this article. Whilst Kessler’s point, that the pandemic is  ‘temporary’, 
of course does not hold true of climate change, if  we can even be certain of the 
 temporariness of the pandemic, discussing the ‘anticipatory grief’ the pandemic has 
created, Kessler opens up the parallels further:

… we’re also feeling anticipatory grief. Anticipatory grief  is that feeling we get about 
what the future holds when we’re uncertain. Usually it centers on death. We feel it 
when someone gets a dire diagnosis or when we have the normal thought that we’ll 
lose a parent someday. Anticipatory grief  is also more broadly imagined futures. There 
is a storm coming. There’s something bad out there. With a virus, this kind of grief  is 
so confusing for people. Our primitive mind knows something bad is happening, but 
you can’t see it. This breaks our sense of safety. We’re feeling that loss of safety. I don’t 
think we’ve collectively lost our sense of general safety like this. Individually or as 
smaller groups, people have felt this. But all together, this is new. We are grieving on a 
micro and a macro level (Berinato 2020).

The newness of this grief  on simultaneously ‘a micro and a macro scale’ offers us 
an insight into something not previously possible in exploring people’s seeming reluc-
tance (or inability) to comprehend the urgency of addressing climate change. Returning 
to the Kübler-Ross Change Curve™ and our wave of change, COVID–19 has created, 
or forced rather, a ‘shared’ experience of change and disruption to the status quo, even 
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if  the impacts are felt very differently and unequally (Krieger 2020b.; Maddrell 2020). 
The sense of anticipation of the devastation of something bad that we cannot see but 
we know is there draws clear parallels between climate change and the COVID–19 
pandemic (Manzanedo & Manning 2020). As Kessler notes earlier, the pandemic 
 represents that things will be ‘forever different’ and that ‘this is the point at which they 
changed’ (Berinato 2020). Of course, ‘loss’ of any kind is often deeply unpleasant and 
painful. However, as within the Kübler-Ross Change Curve™ and our wave of change, 
it might be suggested that after experiencing the low points following the comprehen-
sion of loss, when there is acceptance, there comes the opportunity for exploration to 
enable commitment to rebuilding. We therefore now consider what we can learn from 
the way this collective grief  is being experienced and how notions of rebuilding are 
being utilised to talk about different imagined futures – and importantly, what this 
means, and could mean, to, and for, the climate movement.

A time to pause and reflect – to hope and to act 

Whilst the long-term impacts of the pandemic are still to be felt, what 2020 has offered 
is the opportunity to pause and reflect on the world as it was and how it could, and 
should, be in the future. This ‘pause’ creates a space and an opportunity to consider 
how things can be different. For instance, a report detailing a public consultation in 
the UK on what society should look like as we come through COVID–19 in UK says 
that the pandemic ‘transformed the national mood’ (Reset 2020: 13), and that people 
across all walks of life had a clear vision of wanting a ‘kinder, more united, fairer and 
greener’ society. This renewed vigour for supporting vulnerable people, wealth 
 redistribution and transformative policies is, Zamore & Phillips (2020) argue, echoed 
globally. The notion of rebuilding has gained significant traction and can be seen as 
represented in calls to ‘build back better’ in relation to economic and social recovery 
– this meaning to rebuild in ways that are fairer and more inclusive but also extending 
this to considerations of environmental sustainability and tackling climate change 
(OECD 2020). As many Global North countries imposed national lockdowns in 
March 2020, business as normal halted, the status quo was disrupted as many 
 industries and sectors paused and most global air travel was temporarily grounded as 
the streets of  towns and cities across the globe emptied. Millions of   people watched 
on as social media was replete with images and videos of  how ‘nature’ and the planet 
responded without the polluting influences of  humans and intimated that another 
way was possible (MacDonald 2020; Brunton 2020). At the same time, the pandemic 
was raising awareness of  global social and economic inequalities as it became clearer 
how the impacts of  the virus were unequally and disproportionately affecting poorer 
nations (Maddrell 2020). The pandemic also highlighted (and for many exposed) 
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inequalities within more prosperous nations, in particular, the  disproportionate 
impact of  COVID–19 on poorer communities and Black and Brown people 
(CIVICUS 2020; Krieger 2020b). In the UK, we also saw how those previously 
regarded as ‘low skilled and low paid’ be reclassified as ‘key workers’ during the pan-
demic, given the important role of  those within social care, alongside keeping food 
and essential supplies manufactured, distributed and sold. However, as a result, these 
key workers were exposed to greater risk of  catching the virus (Haque et al. 2020; 
Lally 2020). 

In the midst of the pandemic, the year 2020 also saw significant social unrest and 
large-scale activism across many countries in the Global North in connection to the 
murder of George Floyd in the US and the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. In 
many respects, this marked an important juncture for considering the future of collec-
tive action and activism on climate change and to consider what we may also learn 
from such events and the BLM movement in particular. Whilst at first glance, the 
BLM movement may not seem directly related to climate justice, it illustrated ‘the 
relevant mobilizing emotions are anger at a perceived injustice, or fear at a perceived 
threat, and hope that the injustice or threat can be redressed through collective action’ 
noted by McAdam (2017: 194) and added to a heightened awareness of the injustices 
within society, including those that are environmental and climate related, amongst 
the general public. Whilst connecting the BLM movement and climate change injus-
tices is not new (Mersha 2018), social and online media increasingly became saturated 
with posts and articles by people connecting systemic racism and climate/environmen-
tal injustices (Lakhani & Watts 2020; Thomas & Haynes 2020). Many climate activists 
whom had taken their activism online in the wake of coronavirus began to post about 
these links, some even recognising and highlighting their own privileges in activism 
when white (and/or perceived to be) (Jones 2020; Margolin 2020). A period of deep 
and critical self-reflection took place, perhaps somewhat facilitated by the space and 
time that the pandemic created to do so, and whilst these links had of course been 
made by many long before the Climate Strikes and the BLM protests, these move-
ments thrust them into public viewing. However, for all of the noise and positive 
 progress reported by these movements, they still equate to a subculture. They are 
made up of a mix of those directly impacted by the injustices, most notably Black and 
Brown people, Indigenous peoples and youth, and though quite literally millions have 
both led and participated in these movements, it still only equates to minority of the 
world’s population.

What the pandemic has provided, if  nothing else, is a collective reference point to 
utilise in explanations for what large scale disruption climate change is going to con-
tinue to have on our everyday lives and our taken-for-granted routines and norms. 
The experience of collective grief  as noted by Kessler and the unique insights the 
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pandemic offers into simultaneous ’micro and macro’ grief  (Berinato 2020) offers 
those attempting to contextualise the more abstract, macro scale of climate change 
that often seems so implausible to compute as something that will increasingly be 
experienced at that micro, individual level. It has also further highlighted concerns 
about ‘climate apartheid’ as the ability to respond to (and flee from) the pandemic was 
significantly affected by wealth inequalities (Ki-Moon & Verkooijen 2020). The ‘pause’ 
and disruption to the status quo has of course also offered that space to ask important 
questions about how we begin to ‘build back better’, including creating a more sus-
tainable world and tackle climate change. Perhaps in part driven by the direct parallels 
that unflinchingly link climate change, and continued human impact on biodiversity, 
with the likelihood of both increasing frequency and severity of future pandemics 
(OECD 2020). 

In responding to the pandemic we have also witnessed how most governments and 
most people have ‘acted’ in a personal capacity in light the growing evidence-base – in 
wearing masks, maintaining social distance, following guidance to prevent/mitigate 
the spread of the virus (Manzanedo & Manning 2020) and the point is already being 
made that ‘the world must now urgently adopt the same approach to the existential 
challenge of climate change’ (Robinson & Reddy 2020). However, COVID–19 also 
reaffirmed just how unprepared the world was for a global emergency. Be it COVID–
19 or climate change, the inadequacy of existing structures limits progress in mitigat-
ing the catastrophic impacts. Whilst countries across the globe have risen to this 
challenge in varying ways, many have faced third and fourth waves of infection spikes 
and lockdowns, crippled by the social and economic impacts and have contributed to 
a global death toll exceeding 4.5 million (as of September 2021). Global  leadership in 
handling emergencies was clearly on show:

The pandemic exposed many of these political leaders as lacking, as they indulged in 
grandstanding, fostered division, manipulated public opinion, manoeuvred for polit-
ical gain and seized opportunities to further suppress struggles for justice and rights. 
The leadership styles that proved more effective were those that respected scientific 
advice, prioritised the needs of the most vulnerable, understood the need to communi-
cate honestly and sought to preserve the best possible balance between public safety 
and hard-won constitutional freedoms (CIVICUS 2020: 7).

Of course whilst most people engaged in forms of individual action, others have 
reacted angrily, with many of these in denial about the (albeit still emerging) science 
(Wilson 2020; Friedman 2020) and have resisted the need for change to their taken-
for-granted routines, stuck we might say in stage 1 of the change curve with many 
others feeling ‘pandemic fatigue’, by the ongoing nature on the pandemic and contin-
ued disruption to their lives (Roberts 2020). Likewise, the often angry All Lives Matter 
mobilisation that aimed to deny the injustices experienced by Black and Brown people 
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and resistance around the need for change exemplifies the challenges facing attempts 
to mobilise broad base support for important social movements (Edgar & Johnson 
2018). Whilst for the most part, such counter movements represent minority factions, 
they do remind us that those who cannot see the pertinence in their own lives and/or 
those who feel threatened, as is the case with the hostility to notions of white privilege 
has highlighted (Murray 2020), are likely to be amongst those most reluctant to accept 
change (McAdam 2017). This type of vested interest with a strong desire to preserve 
the status quo and resist societal change in relation to climate change cannot be under-
estimated. Most notably, this is exemplified by the global, multibillion pound fossil 
fuels industry and the force powerful political lobbying that goes on in many nations 
in their interests (Hein & Jenkins 2017). Furthermore, whilst there have been clear 
historical examples of huge scale societal change following catastrophic events (for 
instance, the introduction of the welfare state across many nations following World 
War 2 – see Obinger et al. 2018), there must rightfully be some caution in placing too 
much emphasis on any certitude about the longevity of this wave of optimism, or that 
this translates into action. For instance, McAdam (2017) notes that the raised aware-
ness of climate change resulting from having directly experienced extreme weather 
events is only short term. Moreover, there are already concerns that even with the 
large-scale mobilisation and momentum of the BLM movement, the systemic racism 
and deep-routed inequalities stay intact with ‘change’ being limited to important, but 
nonetheless more symbolic cultural gestures (Malik 2020), or as Fraser (1999) would 
argue, only the representational forms of injustice are addressed without redistribu-
tive aspects. Nevertheless, and most significantly, these important events in 2020 have 
already given something extremely powerful to both individuals engaged with climate 
action and within the climate justice movement more broadly – that of hope (Jafry 
2020; Larsson 2020; Solnit 2020). We return to this important notion of hope shortly. 
But first we begin to consider the task ahead of capitalising on what we have learnt in 
2020 and applying to how we mobilise action by first of all, being the bearer of bad 
news.

Communicating (and contextualising) the bad news

There is clear evidence that the majority of people in many different countries believe 
that climate change is happening and is a major threat to their country (Fagan & 
Huang 2019). However, as we have illustrated throughout, there is currently wide-
spread inaction on addressing climate change or mitigating against its impacts. 
However, as McAdam (2017: 200) notes, ‘how a movement researcher records the 
objective relevance of an issue for a given individual counts for little if  that person 
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feels no subjective identification with it …’. This has always been an enormous 
 challenge for mobilising climate action. This abstracted notion of climate change not 
only enables a disconnect between the micro and macro, thus creating a space for cog-
nitive dissonance to thrive, but it also locates the solutions and routes to mitigating 
the damaging effects of climate change in the hands of scientists (Gifford 2011; 
Rommetveit et al. 2010). Through the lens of 2020, there is a collective experience to 
draw upon to ‘frame’ the problem (Tannen 1993; Morton et al. 2011) and those who 
see the urgency of a need for action should be looking at the most effective ways to 
converge the macro (global) and the micro (individual) in enhancing the communica-
tion of climate change. Earlier we highlighted the injustices of climate change and 
foregrounded the way in which climate change impacts on humans and its unequal 
nature. Many now contend that couching the message in this way is central highlight-
ing the human rights and social justice aspects of climate change (Robinson 2019). 
Additionally, the term ‘climate change’ itself  can be argued as problematic as it is non 
time-specific, it future-orientated and enables people to relegate the issue to one to 
address at a later state (McAdam 2017). Language is important and discussions 
should ‘frame’ the message clearly, for example, the phrase ‘climate emergency’  suggest 
the need for immediate action. These views are not new, but the general language used 
through most mainstream media communication channels and political discourse in 
the UK for instance as well as other countries, still focuses on ‘climate change’ as the 
issue, with a few exceptions (Zeldin-O’Neill 2019). Instead, the messaging needs to be 
personalised and relevant to the here and now; people need to understand what the 
climate crisis means to their everyday lives. There are clear parallels with the impacts 
of COVID–19 on lives and livelihoods and importantly, messaging needs to be able to 
detail what is stake for the individual and the threat to their everyday lives that climate 
change represents. In the first section of this article, we briefly outlined the human 
costs of the climate crisis – the likelihood of increases in health issues, food shortages 
and so on. The pandemic enabled some insight that would help contextualise these 
issues. In the UK for instance as with many other countries, access to many food items 
and other essentials were limited as transportation, manufacturing and supply chains 
were temporarily disrupted and empty shelves and forms of rationing were intro-
duced (Smithers & Collinson 2020). For many richer nations, this experience is not a 
familiar one in recent history but does offer an important contextual framing device 
that could act as a resource to situate the macro context of climate change within the 
micro context of individuals’ everyday lives. 

The realities of the climate crisis and what future climate projections indicate are 
upsetting. In order to understand that we need change as a society, the message of the 
personal significance and urgency of this is imperative. In returning to Kübler-Ross’ 
framing, the status quo must be disrupted to initially force people to accept the need 
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for change and move from the state of inaction into action. Whilst people remain 
unaware of the severity of the situation and the urgent need for action, the status quo 
will remain intact and without concerted global governmental action, the climate 
movement will not be able to make the progress it needs. The above tactics of careful 
wording and personal relevance, help ensure that individuals understand the loss that 
is required to experience the various stages of change. Finally, the delivery of the bad 
news on the climate crisis must be ‘framed’ with a clear sense of hope and optimism 
(Morton et al. 2011). There exists a need to take individuals on a change journey of 
understanding the problem, which can often (though not always) take people to a low 
point, before exploring the opportunities for rebuilding. Whilst such change journeys 
can be seen as embedded into established climate leadership programmes (for  example, 
the Climate Reality Project 2018) this needs to be framed from the perspective of 
 possibility, that is, what is to be gained, not just what is to be lost (Nabi et al. 2018). 
How this bad news is communicated is also, of course, multifaceted. The delivery of 
knowledge and ‘facts’ based around the issues, even if  they are focused on humans 
and made contextually relevant to people, will not work for everyone and therefore 
other avenues of communication must be considered, kept open and explored – for 
instance, through use of the arts (Cozen 2013; Roosen et al. 2018).

Whilst we need to ‘individualise’ the bad news to make it subjectively real and 
relatable in people’s lives, we need to ‘collectivise’ the response (Climate Reality 2020; 
McAdam 2017). People need to understand that once they accept that change is 
needed and that they themselves can engage in, importantly meaningful, forms of 
change (including around values and behaviours) and they are not alone in exploring 
what needs to be done and the committing to change. Importantly, ‘action’ itself  needs 
to be demystified and made accessible so that people are able to fully understand what 
can be done and what role they have to play in this. Or put another way, they need to 
have confidence that their action can contribute towards making a difference (Gifford 
2011; Lorenzoni et al. 2007) and, in the words of Rommetveit et al. (2010: 150), that 
there is ‘no solution to the issue without the radical involvement of citizens’. We now 
move on to focus on exactly this, understanding and unpacking what action looks like 
and the role all citizens can have before importantly moving on to look at whom we 
might look to for leadership.

Unpacking ‘action’ for change making 

Once citizens understand that change is urgently needed, they then need to  understand 
what they can do, developing a sense of agency linked to tangible actions. This is an 
important facet in mobilising people (McAdam 2017). In discussing climate change, a 
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range of terms are often used, often interchangeably, to denote the actions of those 
engaged in such work (whether individually or collectively) including ‘social action’ 
and ‘activism’ alongside notions focused around ‘social movements’ (Staeheli et al. 
2013). All of these terms denote being engaged in activities and/or practices with a 
focus on attempting to create and steer change within some aspect of society – as a 
response to some form of perceived shortcomings. However as is often the case, the 
terms used to describe and identify this body of people engaged in similar works are 
not neutral, have a history and come to be viewed in particular ways that have partic-
ular connotations. In what follows, we spend some time unpacking these terms within 
the context of climate change. We navigate the different elements of climate action as 
important layers of a broader social movement beginning by first focusing on the 
notion of activism, a term we would argue, can be perceived somewhat negatively.

Activism

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2020), activism is defined as ‘the use of 
vigorous campaigning to bring about political or social change’ with an activist 
defined as a person engaged in this. Activism then is rooted in a belief  that there are 
underlying structural, political, social and/or economic problems in need of redress 
(Ojala 2015). However, understandings of activism and what it means to therefore be 
‘an activist’ have increasingly been viewed as ‘dirty words’ (Parsons 2016). In many 
societies, activism, and thus activists, have become seen as at best, a nuisance, at worst, 
hostile, aggressive and deviants (Lindblom & Jacobsson 2014). In keeping with the 
negative perception of activism in many other key areas, climate activists are also 
likely to be viewed negatively, often seen as ‘militant’, ‘overreactive’ and ‘self- 
righteous’, pejoratively stereotyped as outside of societal norms and values with 
regard to their views and lifestyles, often caricatured for instance as ‘tree huggers’ 
(Bashir et al. 2013: 617) leading to concerns that such negative perceptions can actu-
ally deter change rather than creating it, particularly by putting people off  engaging 
in change themselves. There has also been a growing tendency to see climate activism 
as synonymous with engaging in forms of deviant and dangerous behaviour (Reis 
2020). For instance, Extinction Rebellion, the UK-based group committed to civil 
disobedience that has been overwhelming peaceful are almost routinely castigated and 
were recently labelled as an ‘extremist’ alongside Greenpeace in a document produced 
by UK anti-terrorist police (Dodd & Grierson 2020; Hilton 2019). As activism is 
always about trying to enact change and thus creating a disruption to the status quo, it 
is perhaps unsurprising that such activism is often viewed suspiciously, especially by 
those in power. This is a seemingly rational response from those who wish to preserve 
the status quo, especially when traditional activism has been the driver of so much 
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social change, for instance the civil rights movement in the US, the fight for universal 
suffrage and changes to equality laws and policies across many countries. Even where 
seeming gains are later lost, such as in relation to the 2010 Arab Spring, activism can 
and often has led to social change and it is important to note here that in some nations, 
(climate) activism is not permitted/illegal and can be dangerous (Middeldorp & Billon 
2019). Throughout 2019 climate activism began to make a mainstream impact, with 
the biggest ever international demonstrations focused on climate change, whereby it 
was estimated that over 6 million people, led by youth made their voices heard (Cagle 
2019; Godin 2020). Whilst this mass mobilisation as part of the #FridaysforFuture 
and the school strikes for climate has attracted many supporters, it has nevertheless 
been framed by some political leaders and media outlets as moving beyond ‘dutiful’ 
through ‘disruptive’ and migrating into ‘dangerous’ forms of dissent in posing major 
challenges to the status quo, especially in seeing youth exercise their political agency 
outside of the normative political structures (O’Brien et al. 2018). The most ‘danger-
ous’ forms of dissent in the Global North for instance, are those that move beyond 
calls for an urgent transition towards carbon neutrality and instead question the 
premise of neoliberal capitalism and its compatibility with the goals of sustainability 
(Klein 2014). Nevertheless, the message being delivered by youth; that change was 
desperately needed and that our children’s and their children’s futures are dependent 
on this, was coming through as it was being widely reported and increasingly  discussed 
(Bandura & Cherry 2019). 

The COVID–19 pandemic has of course had significant impacts on youth climate 
activism and there are serious concerns that this message has been side-lined as the 
world has moved both its focus and its efforts to the pandemic (Cockburn 2020; 
Poidevin 2020). Whilst these concerns are real, there are also important lessons emerg-
ing out of the pandemic in relation to climate action and we return shortly to this 
alongside how we can draw hope from the youth-led climate movement in particular. 
Many argue that the need for such activism has never been greater (Robinson 2019; 
Willis 2020) and thus there is an important role for not only the continuation but also 
for the growth of activism in facing the climate crisis, particularly in trying to assert 
pressure on the political leaders in many Global North countries, that have high 
 carbon emissions. There are clear challenges here, not least in how to move away from 
the negatively perceived image of ‘activists’ as deviant and dangerous, especially when 
it suits the vested interests of the status quo, giving them perceived justification to 
ignore these voices when presenting activists in this way (as outside of normative 
structures). However, it is important to recognise that ‘traditional’ activism is not the 
only type of action that people can, and already are engaged in, as part of an inclusive 
and broad-based climate movement.
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Social action

Social action is a broad term with a long history as a concept primarily within the 
discipline of Sociology (Parsons 1937; Ekström 1992). It captures a diverse range of 
actions, activities and practices that people might engage in either as individuals or as 
a collective that focus directly on creating positive social change. Such social action 
may be driven by either a top down, institution and/or government, shaped agenda, or 
can emerge from grassroots, community-based, movements. The UK government, for 
example has embedded social action, and forming a generation of climate ambassa-
dors, at the heart of its 25-year environment plan (DEFRA 2018) and likewise, 
 international NGOs such as the UNs International Year of Volunteers program illus-
trate this in action (Taylor-Collins et al. 2019). Whilst there is an important role for 
such top-down social action, McAdam (2017), outlined above, stresses the impor-
tance of grassroots movements for seeking a more meaningful and systemic style of 
change. This is particularly the case given that many such organisations leading top-
down initiatives derive their funding from governments and are thus dependent on 
those structures remaining  intact for their own existence. McAdam argues ‘as such, 
they are typically loath to jeopardize their standing in this structure by engaging in the 
forms of sustained disruptive action that are the hallmark of successful grassroots 
struggles’ (McAdam 2017: 199). Forms of grass-roots social action here would include 
varied and diverse forms of activities evidenced globally. Their aims might be linked 
to addressing particular local issues linked directly to climate change and environ-
ment-related elements for instance in relation to land adaption and mitigation 
 strategies (Irlbacher-Fox and MacNeill, 2020) one such example being planting 
 mangroves in coastal Vietnam (Powell et al. 2011; Tri et al. 1998). 

Social action and ‘activism’ are not mutually exclusive and instead are highly 
interrelated (Staeheli et al. 2013) especially given the often shared goals, particularly 
in regard to climate justice (Walker 2020). Willis (2020) makes an important and 
 compelling argument that what is really needed to help influence political processes to 
take climate action are more deliberative and democratic processes, whereby citizens 
and politicians talk through the issues around climate change and what can/might be 
done. Willis (2020: 93) argues that ‘people are concerned about climate, but uncertain 
about what can be done about it’ and a shift in thinking in politics that foregrounds 
discursive encounters including citizens and leaders as opposed to one off  
 ‘assembly-style’ activities is a mechanism for action leading to change. Localised 
mechanisms are likely to be especially important in political systems that have  political 
representation at a local level (for instance, the UK and the US). We would suggest 
that whilst this is an important role that all citizens can engage in, there is perhaps also 
an important role to be played here by those already engaged in forms of social action 
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or even the more ‘traditional’ activists in creating these important discursive spaces 
that enables citizens and leaders to be brought together to discuss influencing change 
at national/systemic levels. Such spaces can also begin to enable citizens to understand 
the role in which they can play in such collective endeavour as individuals, and addi-
tionally in terms of their own habits and behaviours (to which we turn shortly), thus 
highlighting the significance of highlighting the multi-phased nature of possible 
action.

Individual action

Agency and a clear sense that we can all contribute towards making a difference in the 
fight against the climate crisis is central in mobilising action (McAdam 2017). If  
 people do not believe they personally can make a difference, there is no reason for 
them to believe that they have to change if  change is out of their hands. Act Now, the 
United Nations’ campaign for individual action on climate change and sustainability, 
launched in 2018 with a clear focus on highlighting how we can all make positive 
changes to our everyday practices and habits. Framed as ‘start with ten simple actions’, 
the significance was in engaging people with clear and easy changes focused around 
reducing both personal energy use and consumption – such as ‘unplug’, ‘drive less’, 
‘bring own bag’, ‘plant-based meals’ (United Nations 2018). Whilst of course these 
changes at an individual level might seem insignificant and alone cannot tackle the 
problem, they challenge taken-for-granted practices at the heart of many societies, 
particularly in the Global North and our reliance on carbon that we often invisibly 
consume (Sanson & Burke 2020) these small actions act as important steps into taking 
climate action. Taking these steps further, others have also advocated the important 
role citizens can have in exerting economic pressure on the financial institutions that 
invest in fossil fuels by divesting their personal money from banks, insurance and 
 pension companies, and making the reason for such divestment clear (Ayling & 
Gunningham 2015). However, as Willis (2020) notes, the ‘personal is political’ and she 
argues that these actions become more effective if  we talk about them and influence 
others, speaking out (as well as listening) to others to ‘spread the message’. Lastly, 
Willis argues that being ‘good climate citizens’ should, wherever possible, involve 
engaging in the political process and exerting pressure, whether that be through tradi-
tional forms of activism such as protest and/or the more deliberative forms of policy 
(Willis 2020).
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Climate action as a movement 

The three broad ‘types’ of climate action outlined above, as we have illustrated, are 
intimately interrelated. We have referred to them as activism, social action and 
 individual action although we might have easily referred to each as different forms of 
activism as others have previously (O’Brien et al. 2018). We are mindful of the (often 
unfair) negative perceptions of activism and the importance of being able to more 
broadly mobilise people into action globally, including in places where activism is not 
permitted/illegal. Irrespective of semantics, the three ‘types’ of action all aim to bring 
about change. Whether that be small, individual changes; exerting influence over 
national and international policy and practice and/or everything in between, change 
is the common goal regardless of scale. The importance of connecting the individual 
and the collective, the micro and the macro, are central because ‘change’ has to be 
systemic and wide-reaching (Sanson & Burke 2020). Willis (2020) also highlights that 
change of this kind has to be political with people acting as ‘good climate citizens’ as 
change is going to require government intervention and change of this magnitude 
cannot be done through stealth but instead has to be embroiled within a ‘a story of 
transformation’ (p. 94) framed around both a positive, and importantly, a possible 
vision. As we have argued throughout the article, the story underpinning the need for 
action and its goals have to be ‘an appeal to the heart’ (Willis 2020: 96) and able to 
invoke emotional responses because the appeal to the head, which in this case would 
be the messages couched within the language of science, have has thus far not man-
aged the forms of mass mobilisation into action required. This is especially important 
in the current political climate of growing right wing populism and increasingly heavy 
authoritarian overtones in several carbon emission-heavy countries (Wodak & 
Krzyżanowski 2017), where emotion has often been successfully mobilised to distance 
‘normal people’ from the science of climate change (Lockwood 2018). Thus, as we 
argued in the previous section, the ‘problem’ of climate change needs to be delivered 
in a way that is two-fold. Through stories of injustice and its impacts on people, both 
oneself  and the injustice of ‘others’, in ways that evoke a collective sense of loss with 
the framing of action equally needing to be affective, focusing on what can be gained 
by making these changes through stories that resonate with people in ways that evoke 
hope.

Mobilising climate action: hope and horizontal leadership 

In the previous sections we have argued that in order to mobilise climate action, 
 emotion and affect are central in both ensuring citizens understand that change is 
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needed and also that they can play an important role in to enact meaningful change. 
Underpinning these are the notion of hope – hope that it is not too late and that some-
thing can be done about it, alongside hope that individuals can have a meaningful 
impact by engaging with change within their own lives. Hope is an important emotion 
because hope offers empowerment and faith in a better future (Lindroth & Sinevaara-
Niskanen 2019) and a form of ‘anticipatory consciousness’ about a future of unknown 
possibility (Bloch 1986). Hope is especially central in attempting to mobilise action on 
the climate crisis because without it, the contemplation of the future is terrifying and 
yet ‘fear’ is, as we have seen, is also an important emotion required to enact change. 
As McAdam (2017: 204) noted: 

Fear is a tricky emotion. It can paralyze as well as mobilize. Accordingly, climate 
change activists would be wise not to rely on fear alone to motivate popular concern 
and action on the issue. The combination of anger and hope has proven to be a 
 powerful motivator in many successful movements. In general, rights movements have 
traditionally relied on this potent mix of emotions.

In 2020, the pandemic in particular and the mobilisation of the BLM movement 
to a lesser extent, have given many of those committed to the fight against the climate 
emergency hope – hope because they have seen that the world can respond, on a 
global scale, and thus change is possible (Parker 2020). Hope is therefore vitally 
important. However, there are inherent dangers of hope, not least that rather than 
mobilising action, it may actually inhibit it, as a distraction from reality (Chandler 
2019). As Lindroth & Sinevaara-Niskanen (2019: 646) note: 

The logic here is that, with hope, one can endure dispossession today in anticipation 
of a reward tomorrow. By reaching to the future, a politics of hope is able to maintain 
the status quo; where it succeeds in instilling hope, it succeeds in endlessly postponing 
the materialization of promises. Ultimately, the vision of a brighter future traps those 
in need in an ‘endurance test’ of time. 

The point here is that unfettered hope can mean that ‘faith’ in a future possibility 
without then acting and, ‘while allowing us to maintain the illusion that man [sic] 
still has agential power, lures us to orient ourselves to the future instead of  the 
 present. It traps us in an illusion of  our (human) agency’ (Lindroth & Sinevaara-
Niskanen 2019: 647). Thus, the notion of  ‘complex hope’ as used by Grace (1994) in 
referring to the desire for change in education to effect social justice is a helpful 
term. Grace (1994: 59) defined complex hope as ‘an optimism of  the will that recog-
nises the  historical and structural difficulties which need to be overcome’. The 
 message of  hope here then has to be that change is possible, but for it to be possible, 
people have to act; as without action, hope becomes an empty gesture that replaces 
plausible possibility. 
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Change will not therefore happen on its own and whilst the previous section set 
out a range of actions that people can and are doing, without leadership, change will 
not happen far and fast enough. We cannot simply sit back and ‘hope’ that the prob-
lem will be solved by those who created it – the global status quo most be disrupted.  
A major issue in mobilising the climate movement, according to McAdam (2017), is 
the problem of there being no clear ‘ownership’ of the problem and he suggests that 
rather than attempting to mobilise a broad movement through a general education 
campaign, the mobilising enough of those people most at risk of the impacts of 
 climate change should be the strategy within the US. Whilst we agree that ‘ownership’ 
is a problem and also agree with McAdam in the identification of the core groups 
most at risk and therefore most likely to be motivated to mobilise, we offer a slightly 
different take that a general education campaign should be the goal and that this 
should be led by those most at risk from the climate crisis. These groups are, we would 
contend, best placed to understand the problem, communicate it and lead action to 
effect change. In our view, it is therefore youth, the disadvantaged, Black, Brown and 
Indigenous people, who are unequivocally those groups most at risk from climate 
change (Sanson & Burke 2020; Whyte 2018) and best placed to lead, with many 
already ‘showing the way despite having more barriers to overcome’ (Robinson 2019: 
143). Leadership in this sense is understood as multifaceted and horizontal (and more 
distributive). This is important not least because these groups most likely to experi-
ence the impacts of climate change (both presently and to come) and yet they are also 
least likely to have created the problem and least likely to be in national and global 
leadership roles in traditional political systems. Moreover, these groups are also most 
likely to be politically disadvantaged by, and feel unrepresented in, most political 
 systems within nation states and are therefore less able to exert political influence, or 
be ineligible to pressurise governments with their vote. It is well-known that tradi-
tional, top-down hierarchal power structures are unequally distributed. In the Global 
North, they are disproportionately male, white, wealthy and elder, and it is perhaps no 
coincidence that this also happens to fit the profile of the biggest creators of climate 
change (Robinson 2019). Therefore ‘ownership’ of the problem and thus leadership in 
seeking change cannot not rely on the same mechanisms and the same people that 
created the problem. The adage ‘if  you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll 
always get what you always got’1 is significant here. Those who ‘created’ the problem, 
cannot be entrusted to act. As Shiva (1994: 196) argued, ‘the “global” does not repre-
sent any universal human interest; it represents a particular local and parochial 
 interest that has been globalized through its reach and control’ (Shiva 1994: 196). 

1 Proverb often attributed to Henry Ford but provenance unclear 
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Instead, the world needs to be taking its leadership on tackling climate change from 
those with a significant stake. 

The youth-led climate movement is already a beacon of success in beginning to 
democratise and generate horizontal forms of leadership (Krieger 2020a) and the 
mass mobilising of climate activism with a teenage girl now the most well-known 
 climate activist in the world. Whilst the pandemic interrupted the climate strikes, the 
movement has solidified their mastery of using social media to continue to build the 
movement (Parker 2020). Social media platforms are transforming political engage-
ment by offering actors, in particular a younger generation, significant agency,  notably 
through the opportunity to connect a broader global audience. During the pandemic, 
youth have witnessed that change is possible, they have seen nation states respond to 
the COVID–19 crisis, highlighting that action on the climate remains possible  
(Parker 2020). Youth have also mobilised as part of the BLM movement and are, as 
we have noted, seeing the parallels between the movements focused on climate justice, 
social justice and racial justice (Lakhani & Watts 2020; Thomas & Haynes 2020).

There is much to be learnt from engaging cross-cultural forms of learning (Head 
et al. 2018; MacGregor et al. 2019; Walker 2020) and engaging with Indigenous 
knowledge’s (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010) in relation to climate change. However, 
there has been a tendency to position climate action and activism as white and origi-
nating in the Global North (Jones 2020). For instance, Burton (2019) notes that with 
Greta Thunberg positioned as the figurehead of the global youth-led climate move-
ment, ‘and by the media and wider public making her the centre of youth-led climate 
activism, the work of many Indigenous, Black, and Brown youth activists is often 
erased or obscured’. Such a side-lining of Black, Brown and Indigenous peoples in the 
imaginary of youth-led climate action was illustrated after the Black Ugandan 
youth-activist Vanessa Nakate was removed by the Associated Press from a picture 
that was then widely used showing only the other four, white activists and not referred 
to at all in coverage after the group of five had given a news conference at the World 
Economic Forum Annual Meeting in Davos in January 2020 (Evelyn 2020). 

Whilst many in the Global North contemplate climate change as something that is 
still to come, many Indigenous communities have already faced significant environ-
mental damage resulting from climate change (Whyte 2018). However, as Irlbacher-
Fox & MacNeill (2020: 271–2) note: 

… using Indigenous experiences as evidence for climate change is often where the 
conversation stops – it should instead be a starting point. The conversation needs to 
turn to how Indigenous Knowledge, cultures, and the ways of life grounding 
Indigenous decision-making authority are a viable, legitimate, sustainable, and 
 adaptive climate change strategy. 
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In addition, Indigenous peoples have also experienced significant environmental 
 damage from colonial violence (Curnow & Helferty 2018) and epistemic violence 
(Knopf 2015) enacted upon them. As the world, increasingly turns to Indigenous 
communities to learn from their wisdom on land guardianship, to avoid their own 
‘dystopian future’, Whyte (2018: 224) argues that the present already feels distinctly 
dystopian for many Indigenous peoples where ‘in some cases, [they] serve as the back-
drop for allies’ narratives that privilege themselves as the protagonists who will save 
Indigenous peoples from colonial violence and the climate crisis’. As international 
groups and organisations seek solutions to the climate and associated biodiversity 
crises, Indigenous peoples’ rights and livelihoods remain at threat. Archana Soreng, 
an Indigenous youth representative and member of the Secretary-General’s Youth 
Advisory Group on Climate change speaking at the UN’s first Global Biodiversity 
Summit supported the view that Indigenous knowledge and practices are an import-
ant tool in mitigating against climate change and that that Indigenous peoples should 
play an important role decision-making structures for biodiversity conservation 
(United Nations 2020). Soreng also warned: 

Doubling protected areas to cover 30% of the globe, as some want to see in the Post–
2020 Global Biodiversity Framework, will lead to immense human rights violations. 
It could constitute the biggest land grab of world history reducing millions of people 
to landless poverty – all in the name of conservation. Removing us from our land in 
order to protect ‘nature’ is deeply colonial and environmentally damaging. We should 
be the leaders of Conservation – not victims of it (OMMCOM News 2020). 

The point here reminds us that even as attempts are made to mitigate the climate 
 crisis, the negative consequences of these efforts are likely to also be unjust, as they 
disproportionately impact further upon those communities already affected. It also 
reminds us of the way in which solutions also run the risk of re-enacting colonial 
forms of oppression akin to further enclosure. Indigenous peoples have lived upon 
and managed the lands for time immemorial and their role in leadership in climate 
action is therefore central. As Irlbacher-Fox & MacNeill (2020: 273) argue: 

In other words, the best climate change adaptation strategy is for governments (and 
voters) to support Indigenous governance of climate change strategies for their com-
munities and territories, ensuring the provision of resources needed to accomplish 
targeted outcomes and goals. 

Leadership of this kind must remain grounded in lived experience and bound by a 
core purpose where ‘climate change is fundamentally about human rights and secur-
ing justice for those suffering from its impact – vulnerable countries and communities 
that are least culpable for the problem’ (Robinson 2019: xii). This lived experience lens 
is important to humanise climate change as an issue of justice, hopefully helping 
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 traverse the pitfalls of the image problem of traditional activism in the Global North, 
including that it has been perceived as endemically middle class and not grounded in 
the day-to-day struggles of the global poor and working-class communities (Clark 
2018; Willis 2020). Leadership must also seek to draw upon a range of critical per-
spectives that are situated outside normative political processes to assist in holding 
nations to account by disrupting the status quo. Thus, there is an important role for 
social and cultural perspectives outside of normative policy making structures, for 
instance feminism (Haq et al. 2020; Robinson 2019) as well as those whom seek to 
pose uncomfortable questions about the root causes of climate change as embedded 
within capitalism (Klein 2014). The COVID–19 pandemic has ‘disrupted’ people and 
there is an appetite for positive change as part of the momentum to ‘build back better’ 
and this opportunity must now be harnessed.

Summary and conclusions

The aim of this article was to examine climate action and inaction through applying 
an emotional framework of loss and drawing upon the ideas of Kübler-Ross (1969). 
Moreover, the article used this framework but did this through the lens of the year 
2020, one that will undoubtedly go down as an unprecedented year of enforced change 
as a result of the COVID–19 global pandemic. Our purpose in doing this was to 
understand not only the challenges arising from this tumultuous year of change but 
also in terms of what could be learnt from the ways in which the pandemic forced a 
sense of collective loss not previously experienced in modern history. Through this 
affective framework, the article itself  is framed as akin to an emotional journey start-
ing with understanding the need for urgent action but in the context of widespread 
global inaction. The article addresses the scale of the challenge ahead and argues that 
to move towards effecting the change needed, climate change must be understood as 
an issue of human rights and injustice whereby citizens are more able to see the threat 
of climate change as happening now, in unjust ways and to be contextualised to their 
own lives. We argued that the year 2020 offers both an important reference point for 
framing future discussions of climate change and also offers us important insights 
about the intersectional nature of inequalities and injustice and its role in mobilising 
citizens into climate action. In building upon the framework of loss, we highlight the 
important role of hope in mobilising climate action, noting the significance of agency 
whereby people understand the various ways in which they can engage in action (rang-
ing from making individual change to everyday practices, through to engaging in 
forms of climate activism and/or social action projects focused on climate adaption/
mitigation) whereby all action is valued and part of a broad-based climate movement. 
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Throughout the article, we argued that the disruption brought about by the pandemic 
is fuelling an appetite for positive change and rebuilding for fairer and more environ-
mentally sustainable futures for all. Finally, remaining with the notion of hope, we 
suggested that leadership in mobilising wide spread climate action might best be found 
with those groups who have already experienced and/or perceived climate change as a 
loss and threat to their futures and as such, are already most engaged with climate 
action. As we set out in the introduction to the article, whilst climate change is a 
global issue, systemic climate inaction is largely driven by the Global North as resis-
tance to disrupting our status quo of consumption and success continually tied to 
economic growth (reliant on increasing power needs including a reliance on fossil 
fuels). As such, our article inevitably focuses on climate inaction (and the need for 
mobilisation into action) from this perspective but argues specifically that climate 
action must go beyond, and pose important challenges to our normative cultural and 
social roles, expectations and approaches by seeking leadership from those groups 
usually least empowered globally: young people, Black, Brown and Indigenous peo-
ples and those facing poverty and disadvantage globally and within societies. Thus in 
recognising that injustice is intersectional, we must also recognise that the responses 
to these injustices must be similarly intersectional (Jones 2020). It must also be inclu-
sive (Krieger 2020a.) where everyone understands the important role they can, and 
must, play in effecting positive change thereby creating some sense of ownership 
which is needed to sustain climate action. But importantly, and in the famous words 
of Margaret Mead (Lutkehaus 2008: 4):

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the 
world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has. 
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