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Abstract 

The climate change debate in Sweden seems to be settled with most societal stakeholders accepting 

the climate science tenets and supporting climate action. However, a closer look will reveal that 

even Sweden hosts a community of sceptics who question the causes, consequences of climate 

change and the need for expansive mitigation action. Literature reveals that there needs to be more 

focus on the sceptic phenomenon, in order to understand the broader landscape of the climate 

debate. To fill this gap, this study investigates the motivations of climate change beliefs as well as 

intergroup perceptions among two opposing opinion groups: climate change sceptics and climate 

change believers. The data was collected through interviews with ten respondents, five from each of 

the two groups. The results reveal various individual and group-based belief factors and align with 

previous evidence in existing literature. The findings add a comparative element to the data and find 

several similarities and differences between the thoughts processes between members of the 

opposite groups. The intergroup perception findings suggest low interaction and understanding 

between the contesting groups and a need and potential for a more democratic and inclusive 

deliberative dialogue towards decision-making, rather than forced consensus and alienation of 

sceptic groups. This study could inform sustainability scientists in their further endeavours to 

mitigate conflicts within the climate debate, in order to achieve more efficient climate action plans, 

which would consider various values and interests among the public.  
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1. Introduction 

While studies point to an overall alignment with the IPCC position, there are sceptical groups who 

are not fully convinced of the climate science tenets and the proposed climate policies (Farganis, 

2004). Sweden is no exception to this phenomenon, despite its seemingly unanimous political 

agreement on climate issues (Sarasini, 2009). Climate change remains a polarised topic oftentimes 

involving tensions between opposing opinion groups, namely climate change supporters and 

sceptics (Bliuc et al., 2015). While following this interaction I became curious of tendencies within 

society to condemn dissenting views, such as when Senator Bernie Sanders likened climate deniers 

to Nazis (Hoffman, 2011) and television presenter Bill Nye flirted with the idea of jailing deviants 

from the climate change consensus (Richardson, 2016). In an attempt to explore underlying aspects 

of the climate debate from an interpretative standpoint, this study aims to investigate the belief 

rational of both groups and to expose the mutual attitudes of climate change sceptic and convinced 

groups towards each other. This will be done following a qualitative research model based on 

interviews with climate sceptics and supporters in Sweden. After a brief outline of the problem and 

research rationale the conceptual and theoretical frameworks will provide justification for the used 

group terminology and explanation for the theoretical tenets employed in the data analysis. The 

paper will then present a summary of the interview findings and discuss the implications for 

sustainability science. Ultimately, this study will discuss the implications of the findings and their 

contribution to sustainability science.  

2. Research Rationale 

Some scholars have noted the unfortunate dismissive attitude found in social science studies 

towards sceptics, or those who question the aspects of climate science, oftentimes attributing their 

motives to nefarious agendas or disregarding their ideas altogether (McCright & Dunlap, 2000). 

Similarly, social movement theorists have been criticised for not giving sufficient attention to voices 

from conservative political groups (Blee & Creasap, 2010 in Hoffman, 2011). Attention on the 

interests of groups which already support the need to act on climate change is oversaturated and it 

might not be productive to only analyse this one-sided aspect of the debate (Hoffman, 2011). 

Detecting this as a problem, Hoffman (2011) calls for greater research on climate uncertainty, 

resistance and apathy, in order to grasp the full picture of the conflict within the climate debate. I 

subscribe to Poortinge et al’s (2011) calls for more ‘detailed and systematic’ study of climate 
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scepticism. Thus, I suggest that a thorough investigation into the reasoning behind climate sceptics 

and believers allowing for their unobstructed freedom of expression and the inter-perceptions 

between these two groups is crucial in order to have a better grasp of the climate change debate. 

Additionally, what sceptics believe is an important question, because their voices are heard in 

governments, editors’ offices, boardrooms, and – most importantly – the street (Hobson & 

Niemeyer, 2012). By ignoring the sceptic perspective, social scientists risk brushing over a crucial 

element of the debate and the logics employed within the broad debate, beyond science (Hulme, 

2009). I happen to agree that it is important to give equal attention to opposing views on climate 

change so as to avoid a knowledge vacuum and an incomplete outlook on the climate change 

debate.  

The subject of climate scepticism and factors contributing to the adherence to such views is 

somewhat well documented by research studies from multiple areas, including social sciences, social 

movement studies, communication studies and psychology. In contrast, there is less literature 

coverage of the reasoning behind supporting the mainstream discourse of the climate convinced. 

Some empirical studies, such as Bray’s (2015), which analyses cognitive and cultural factors shaping 

climate risk perceptions, have noticed this gap in suggesting further research into ideological 

predispositions of opinion formation of the other side of the argument. Therefore, at the calls of 

Bray (2015) I have also deemed it important and indeed curious to explore the logic of supporting 

the widespread idea of anthropogenic climate change, which we tend to take for granted, especially 

in countries such as Sweden, which accept this discourse virtually unanimously (Sarasini, 2009). A 

comparison between opinion adherence of both sides of the debate could shed light onto aspects 

which might go unnoticed in the existing literature and may help decrease bias and lack of self-

introspection, which might form in tightly sealed opinion echo chambers.  

Since climate change is a politicised matter which asks for adequate social and political action, it is 

therefore necessary to explore the aspect of intergroup perception between sceptics and convinced. 

Studies indicate that within the climate debate there is oftentimes widespread pessimism about 

cooperating (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008). This derives from the perception that the conflict is too great 

to settle since the arguing camps are too distant from one another (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008). 

Kennedy and Pronin, 2008 conclude that interventions are possible to prevent disagreements 

digress into conflicts and avoid existing conflicts to escalate. This can be achieved by making both 

sides conceive the possibility that their opponents are indeed capable of objectivity (Kennedy & 
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Pronin, 2008). Literature on climate sceptics is abundant when it comes to showing their ideological 

reasoning and interest. One might argue that this stems from peoples’ predisposition to view outer 

groups as bias, since they are mostly confident about their own objectivity (Kennedy & Pronin, 

2008). Therefore, it makes sense to explore perceptions on how people view their opponents for 

potentially mitigating peoples’ reactions to disagreements.  

3. Research aim 

In my path to explore belief rationales and intergroup perceptions I intend to expose sustainability 

scientists and sceptics to each other’s perspectives and thought-process, in order to encourage a re-

evaluation of perceptions about each other and address potential prejudices and conflicts. Therefore 

it is important to combine an analysis of intergroup perceptions to that of the reasons why people 

hold certain opinions. I attempt to stimulate an approach to the climate debate which takes a more 

generous view towards both sides of the discussion. I believe that it is crucial to maintain intellectual 

humility and self-awareness when engaging in a debate, in order to avoid or diminish conflict. As 

such, these findings may be useful to researchers, including sustainability scientists, by informing 

conflict mitigation strategies and by encouraging a democratic dialogue, which accepts and 

welcomes dissent within a society.  

Therefore, this study aims to address these following research questions: 

RQ1: What underlying reasons can be identified behind adhering to climate sceptical views as well 

as supporting the mainstream discourse of anthropogenic climate change? 

RQ2: How do climate sceptics and climate convinced perceive each other?  

RQ3: What are the implications of the findings for the future development of this debate in 

Sweden and how does it contribute to sustainability science?  
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4. Literature Review 

4.1. Climate change in Sweden 

Sweden is seen worldwide as a pioneer and example of advancing the climate change agenda and is 

considered a world-champion in environmental progressive actions (Jänicke, 2008; Lidskog & 

Elander, 2012). This position has started to take shape ever since 1988, when Sweden became the 

first country to introduce a tax on carbon dioxide (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015). Since then, politicians 

and journalists alike have framed this issue using shifting rhetoric, from portraying climate change as 

a thing of individual morality, to a managerial matter, to an apocalyptic threat (Anshelm & Hultman, 

2015). In Sweden climate change is a major issue among public institutions. There is no shortage of 

attention being directed to climate change issues in recent years, which frames it as a social problem 

and calls for collective action (Olausson, 2009). Describing the debate of climate change in Sweden, 

two world-renowned Swedish environmentalists, Stefan Edman and Anders Wijkman, have indicated 

to three factors which have contributed to climate change receiving its ‘well-deserved’ place in the 

debate: economist Nicholas Stern’s report on the costs of climate change; Al Gore’s film, ‘An 

Inconvenient Truth’ and IPCC’s fourth report on climate change (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015). These 

major events contributed to making climate change a pervasive focus in Swedish newspapers such 

as Svenska Dagbladet and Aftonbladet. Newspaper tabloids constantly emphasise the scientific 

consensus of human-induced climate change and the dangerous consequences it will bring about 

and already has (Wibeck, 2013). Therefore, it is not surprising that most political parties, both right 

wing and left wing, and various interest groups accept this main discourse (Anshelm & Hultman, 

2015). The 2011 Eurobarometer survey suggested that across the EU, the Swedish population is the 

most worried about climate change. Studies also show that most people in Sweden consider 

themselves climate conscious and eager to act towards climate mitigation (Wibeck, 2013). However, 

despite the apparent unanimous support of the climate change discourse, Anshelm and Hultman 

(2015) identify a group in Sweden which they categorise as climate sceptics. This group doesn’t 

agree with the mainstream climate science and oppose the need for drastic action towards climate 

change mitigation.  

4.2. Belief motivations 

The polarisation of the climate change discourse and the emergence of sceptic views have been 

explained by individual factors, such as socio-economic elements, moral values, socio-political and 
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ideological beliefs, scientific grasp and personal experiences (Bliuc et al., 2015). Conflicts such as the 

climate change debate differs from other types of discourse divides in the extent to which it engages 

values and ideological principles. As such, cultural issues, such as climate change, will closely be 

attached to one’s identity (Wade-Benzoni, et al., 2002). The participants will position themselves 

within an ideologically-fuelled conflict based on their views on who they are, namely their beliefs 

about reality, fundamental human rights, perceptions of justice and about right and wrong (Wade-

Benzoni, et al., 2002). In terms of climate change ideology, climate believers tend to be involved in 

environmental actions and considerably manifest fear, guilt and a lack of hope for the future of the 

Earth (Wade-Benzoni, et al., 2002). Meanwhile, sceptics tend to express more caution and doubt 

towards climate change. In another study, climate scepticism was attributed to politically 

conservative groups with traditional values and less so to people who manifest self-transcendence 

and environmental ideals (Poortinge et al., 2011). In this context, Bliuc et al. (2015) distinguishes 

between liberal versus conservative moral values. For instance, climate change believers are more 

likely to commit to fairness and avoid harm. In contrast, sceptics display more national identification 

and conservative moral values, such as purity, devotion to the in-group and reverence of authority 

(Bliuc et al., 2015).  

Research indicates that determinants of scepticism are not caused by a lack of knowledge or 

confusion (The Royal Society, 2007). Providing more information to sceptics is a futile exercise, since 

people tend to evaluate this information in reference to their established world-views (Whitmarsh, 

2011). This was also observed by Kahan et al. (2010), who found that people will fit knowledge based 

on their political views and cultural group identification. This occurs despite scientific literacy and 

helps to explain why despite climate communication and media reporting on the climate consensus, 

climate change remains a politically divided topic (Pearce et al., 2015). Thus, one’s political ideology 

and value system are much more predictive of one’s beliefs on climate change. A multitude of 

studies based on the US-UK contexts indicate towards a common pattern within the climate change 

debate which splits the respondents alongside a political spectrum. Generally, it has been found that 

believers tend to align themselves with Democrats or uncommitted Republicans and sceptics lean 

towards Republicans and uncommitted Democrats (Bliuc et al., 2015). Studies suggest a strong link 

between climate change beliefs and political orientation as well as environmental values 

(Whitmarsh, 2011). For instance, people with right leaning political views and low pro-environmental 

principles will influence the tendency to show scepticism towards the seriousness of climate change 

(Whitmarsh, 2011). Political motivations identified within current literature, which mainly focuses on 
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the US and the UK might be less relevant in the Swedish context, where the support for the 

manmade climate change narrative is virtually universal. To clarify this, the political aspect of 

backing up an opinion will be taken into account during the analysis.  

Believers and sceptics also differ in their focus when discussing climate change. Believers will usually 

focus on solutions, whereas sceptics will choose to discuss the definition of the issue (Bliuc et al., 

2015; Hoffman, 2011). It has been suggested that individuals who are sceptical of anthropogenic 

climate change are more likely to participate in climate mitigation if it is found beneficial to the 

economy and helps people become more considerate of each other (Pearce, 2015). In this context, 

Weber (1997) also found that concern for environmental issues will decrease in the face of more 

salient risks, such as economic decline and financial issues. In such cases, people more readily justify 

disinterest to participate in climate action (Whitmarsh, 2011). 

Scepticism may also have roots in psychological reasons, such as general distrust of climate science, 

expertise and communication (Wynne, 2002). Media communication may affect climate scepticism 

by reporting on frightening events and playing on the public’s fear (Pearce et al., 2015). This can 

disturb people’s just world beliefs and decrease people’s engagement in climate action (Pearce, 

2015), which might add to peoples’ reluctance to change their behaviour (Stoll-Kleemann, et al., 

2001) and increase their scepticism by evoking feelings of hopelessness and lack of control 

(Lorenzoni et al., 2007). Media may also contribute to sceptic views by representing climate science 

as uncertain (Antilla, 2005). Along media, politicians are another group facing low trust among the 

public. Where there is high distrust about perceived political interests, political sources of 

information and governmental campaigns are likely to receive little support (Whitmarsh, 2011). 

Similarly, Dryzek and Lo (2015) found that participants are cynical about the government, claiming 

that partisan politics overshadowed the need to address environmental issues. Both climate sceptics 

and supporters were shown to be concerned with how public money is used and for what causes 

(Dryzek & Lo, 2015).  

5. Conceptual Framework  

Simply framing the climate issue as a debate between believers and deniers, downplays the 

importance to recognise that it actually includes a mix of values and views derived from different 

positions on science, identities, politics and value-systems (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015). Therefore it 
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is important to recognise that people will support or oppose to the idea of manmade climate change 

in various degrees and for very contrasting reasons (Rensburg, 2015). In order to delineate between 

the degrees of scepticism, studies have come up with different terms used to describe various types 

of scepticism. I have subsequently informed my interview guide and conceptualisation of the debate 

and group categorisation terms in a more nuanced way, so as not to oversimplify the complexity of 

the climate change debate. 

There is a wide range of climate disagreement (Poortinga et al., 2011; Corner et al., 2012). For 

instance, Hobson and Niemeyer (2012) propose nine types of dissent, ranging from disagreement 

that climate change occurs to uncertainty about its effects. (Dryzek & Lo, 2015). In another study 

Hoffman (2011) asserts the importance of differentiating between the organised climate deniers and 

the general sceptic population. While organised deniers organise themselves in movements 

orchestrated by interest groups and think tanks such as the Heartland Institute and the Cato 

Institute, which release research meant to discredit climate change, sceptics manifest legitimate 

doubt about the climate science and the motivations behind climate action. Similarly, Rahmstrof 

(2004) distinguishes between trend, attribution and impact sceptics. Trend sceptics deny the idea of 

an increased pattern in global temperatures; attribution sceptics agree that the climate may be 

shifting, but not that it is a result of anthropogenic activity and impact sceptics accept that climate 

change is occurring and that it is manmade, but doubt that it will lead to dramatic consequences. 

Other studies use the labels scepticism, cynicism, uncertainty and ambivalence to mean the same 

things. For instance, Dunlap and McCright (2011) refer to deniers in the same way that Rahmstorf 

(2004) uses the word sceptic, denoting lack of belief in the occurrence, human caused or urgency of 

climate change. There are talks in the literature whether uncertain groups should be called deniers, 

sceptics or contrarians (O’Neill & Boykoff, 2010; Anderegg et al., 2010). Nonetheless, these groups 

are usually described as a small cohort of people who have incompatible views and knowledge with 

the mainstream climate consensus (Anderegg & Harold, 2009), or are vocal in their criticism of what 

they perceive as a false agreement within climate science (McCright, 2007). Krosnick and Petty 

(1995) ascribe the concept of scepticism to strong disbelief or refutation of the common climate 

science tenets and uncertainty as a milder form of subjective sense on whether climate change really 

exists is anthropogenic in nature and whether it will cause serious impacts. An utter denial of the 

concept of anthropogenic climate change is not pervasive among the public, but there still is a 

relatively high number of people who are doubtful about climate change (Poortinge et al., 2011). 
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Anshelm and Hultman (2015) use the term climate sceptics to describe the opposing side of the 

climate change debate in Sweden. This term groups people who denounce the science which 

indicates an anthropogenic cause to climate change. They also don’t support an urgent, drastic need 

for change in the way Western societies are organised. They generally display trust in a market 

society and disagreement with an interventionist government. In terms of self-perception, climate 

sceptics in Sweden view themselves as marginalised, alienated from the public discourse and forced 

to protest against an orthodox belief in the anthropogenic climate change idea (Anshelm & Hultman, 

2015). Bliuc et al. (2015) use the term believers to characterise the group which supports the 

anthropogenic climate change and generally manifest themselves as alarmed, concerned and wary 

about climate change impacts. The opposing group is labelled as sceptics and are generally more 

cautious, doubtful and dismissive of the mainstream climate change discourse (Bliuc et al., 2015). 

Since literature is not uniform in its nomenclature of the two sides within the climate debate, this 

research will settle with the terms sceptic and believer as used by Bliuc et al. (2015), as a way to 

distinguish between the groups with opposing views on climate change. 

6. Theoretical framework 

The following sections will describe the theoretical underpinnings of this research, by justifying this 

study’s focus on the climate debate as a group conflict and describing the concept of group 

consciousness as the primary tool of the subsequent analysis. 

6.1. Group polarisation 

Although positions in the climate debate can emerge from individual factors, as explained in section 

4.2., they are not exclusive. It is necessary to allow for factors related to group identity to explain the 

support of climate opinions (Bliuc et al., 2015). The climate debate has become a politicised matter 

and has led to an us-and-them phenomenon in the political domain, especially among counties such 

as the US, the UK and Australia (Unsworth & Fielding, 2014). Tajfel (1978 in Horsney, 2008) suggests 

that simply making light of us-and-them differences can influence how people see each other. When 

such differences are made salient people will intuitively enforce similarities with in-group members 

and increase intergroup distinctions. Categorization can also affect one’s self-conceptualisation 

(Horsney, 2008). These perceptual changes related to categorisation may clarify the occurrence of 

group polarisation, or the tendency to align one’s opinions with the accepted trend in one’s group 
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(Horsney, 2008). Tajfel and Turner (1979) explain the motivation underlying competitive intergroup 

attitudes by the need to see oneself in a positive light. From this follows the logical assumption that 

people have the incentive to view their groups as good groups (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). People also 

tend to engage in group comparison where they assess their group in relation to opposing out-

groups (Horsney, 2008). This can explain the division of society into opposing groups which either 

support the mostly accepted idea of anthropogenic climate change or challenge it to various 

degrees.  

Previous research has been lacking in considering the climate change divide as an intergroup conflict 

(Bliuc et al., 2015). Highlighting this gap, Bliuc et al. (2015) propose that the climate change debate 

can be viewed as an intergroup conflict which occurs mainly between climate change believers and 

sceptics, and not necessarily between scientists and the larger public, as widely supported by 

previous literature. More specifically, they frame this debate as a conflict between opinion-based 

groups. Starting from this premise I saw fit to categorise my interview respondents into these two 

general, but nuanced groups. Bliuc et al. (2015) characterise opinion-based groups as psychological 

groups shaped by opposing views on which actions are necessary to take to deal with an issue, such 

as climate change. Opinion-based groups share a social identity based on similar opinions (Bliuc et 

al., 2015). In this case, the contrasting opinions are represented by believers and sceptics, which 

inform their own social identities. People end up seeing climate change not simply as opinions, but 

as an aspect of self, which informs who they are, what and who they support and are against (Bliuc 

et al., 2015). This means that believers and sceptics are people who don’t merely adhere to different 

political or scientific arguments, but are placed on opposing ends in the climate change debate. Their 

social identities become contoured by their proposed actions and attitudes towards the people on 

the opposing side of the divide. Opinion based groups aim to convert ideologies and identity 

similarities into collective action, either towards stirring social change or maintaining the status quo 

(Horsney, 2008). In line with the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979 in Horsney, 2008), 

collective action will be undertaken by individuals with converging views on achieving or refusing 

social change. This concept could be applied to the climate belief groups, which on the one side 

want to propel society into a state of change through climate action and on the other side, are 

sceptical about the proposed change and might either prefer to halt, diminish, or revise it. 
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6.2. Group consciousness 

Group consciousness is defined as identification with a group in which an individual recognizes the 

group’s position in a power hierarchy and embraces a collective solution to group problems (Bliuc et 

al., 2015). Gurin et al. (1980) states that group consciousness is characterised by group identification 

and awareness of the group’s social positioning with regards to politics and ideology and 

commitment to act in accordance with the group’s interests (Bliuc et al., 2015). In an effort to 

measure predictors of collective action involvement, Bliuc et al. (2015) point to three main factors 

which construct group consciousness, including social identification, anger at the opposing group, 

and group efficacy beliefs. In their study, Bliuc et al. (2015) analyse social identification as a sceptic 

or believer in terms of self-investment, or manifestations of positive emotions towards other in-

group members. Bliuc et al. (2015) find that believers are higher on opinion-based group 

identification, belief in their group efficacy, considerable anger towards the opposite side, and 

actively engaged with socio-political action. They are thus more attached to their group identity than 

sceptics, who show less certainty in their stance. Since the study has found clear psychological 

differences among the two groups, it is valid to accept the respondents’ own classification of 

themselves along the climate change belief continuum (Bliuc et al., 2015). This serves to legitimise 

the question in this study’s interview guide, which asks respondents to identify themselves on the 

belief spectrum.   

Investigating the nature of collective action through opinion-based groups, McGarty et al. (2009) 

analysed the interaction of outrage, as the main emotional factor, efficacy and opinion-based group 

identity while looking at group-based relations and found that emotion and efficacy developments 

may affect group-based interactions. Collective emotions may serve as a controlling factor in group-

based interactions insofar as it involves a common view of the world. It has been found that when 

tested groups are offered a certain emotion norm to act upon this will increase readiness for action 

and opinion-based group identification. In their case, outrage became a shared standard for the 

analysed group so that it enabled action perhaps by replacing otherwise discouraging emotions. 

Similarly, social categorisation theorists argue that the norms adopted by a group will inform the 

members’ acceptable ways to behave, think and feel (Horsney, 2008). This process can be pushed 

towards an act of depersonalization, where individuals with highly salient in-group identification 

incorporate the group norms and expect the same level of agreement with these norms from their 

group-peers (Horsney, 2008). For instance, when the outrage towards a situation becomes the 
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normative reaction within an opinion-based group, it is against the norm to manifest other 

emotions, such as pity (McGarty et al., 2009). When it comes to efficacy processes, McGarty et al. 

(2009) found that efficacy beliefs are improved when the groups manage to work effectively and 

create plans to overcome their difficulty. With this they conclude that interactions among group 

members will increase their willingness to act towards getting rid of disadvantages when members 

agree with the normative reaction of feeling outraged and effectively strategize solutions, thus 

boosting group efficacy. 

7. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative methodology guided by an interpretivist epistemology. In a broad 

sense, qualitative methodology aims to produce descriptive data, including people’s personal 

accounts and visible behaviour. The qualitative researcher will interpret the reality as it emerges, 

instead of trying to grasp it objectively (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). As a qualitative inquirer I am 

preoccupied with the meanings people attach to their life experiences, hence trying to discern 

reality from others’ points of reference (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Using a qualitative approach, I aim 

to inquire into respondents’ way of thinking and acting in their everyday lives. Qualitative research is 

an inductive process, where the researcher will build up concepts and understandings as they 

emerge from the data, rather than fitting the data into preconceived hypothesis (Sarantakos, 2012). 

In this sense, I started the study with vague research questions in mind. After learning more about 

the issue and its context I was able to better decide on the research design. Next, I started my 

analysis early on so as to let the data speak for itself and decide which theory could best represent 

my findings. Although it is unlikely to achieve pure induction (Ritchie et al., 2013), since one can’t 

fully abandon personal assumptions, the aim should be to fit the theory into the data not the other 

way around (Taylor, 2016). Within a qualitative study all perspectives are worthy to explore 

(Sarantakos, 2012) in order to understand the examined issues from different view-points. This is 

why I consider important to give the same weight to the sceptic voice, which as the literature 

suggests, is not sufficiently addressed in social studies.    

8. Methods 

The data collection was performed through interviewing. The data analysis was carried out using a 

hybrid approach, based on teoretical coding supplemented by an open-coding approach informed by 
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Charmaz’ grounded theory. This combined method is important in order to allow for variation in the 

emerging codes and themes, which may have been left overlooked by the chosen theoretical 

language. 

8.1. Interviews 

I had no prior experience in conducting interviews. However, after studying qualitative methods 

literature and narrowing down areas that I was interested to ask the respondents, the semi-

structured interview format was deemed most suitable for this research. The semi-structured 

interview format enables participants to more freely express their opinions and beliefs, as opposed 

to a more rigid structured interview style (Bernard, 2006). It also allows for probing questions and 

gives flexibility to develop certain questions in order to dig beyond the surface of the standard 

questions. The Interviews were carried out in English, either face-to-face or through Skype, 

depending on the proximity to the respondents. The length of the interviews ranged from 30 

minutes to one hour.  

The interview guide (Appendix 1) was partly inspired by Bray’s (2015) study into climate sceptics’ risk 

perceptions and then adapted to this study’s research aims. Other questions were informed by an 

initial literature review and my emerging interests. In line with the grounded theory approach, the 

interview guide was updated following the simultaneous process of data collection and analysis, in 

order to get rid of unproductive questions and inquire new areas of investigation. The interview 

starts with an opening statement about the research aims and several questions asking for the 

respondents’ consent to participate and be recorded. After achieving consent, participants were 

asked about their professional background as a means to put them at ease for the interview setting. 

The further interview questions aimed at gathering data about the respondents’ beliefs on climate 

change, reasons informing their beliefs, perceptions about people from the contesting opinion-

group and personal experiences of interacting with people they disagree with.  

It was important to establish a good rapport with respondents to gain access to potentially personal 

and sensitive information. To assure a high quality of the interview process, I made sure to be a good 

listener, employ my interpersonal skills and use sensible probing questions to draw thorough 

responses (Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, 2012). Interviews should be personal and require shifting into 

the respondents’ place to see things from their point of view (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). For this 
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purpose, during the interviews I made sure to remind respondents that what mattered were their 

personal and subjective views (Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, 2012). This helped form a deeper 

discussion to let respondents explain their own perspectives and experiences freely. 

All the interviews were then transcribed following a clean verbatim interview-transcription. This was 

deemed the most suitable transcription method as grounded theory, which was partly employed 

during the coding process, asks for rich and detailed data for analysis (Charmaz, 1996). By providing 

rich data, researchers can better detect what participants mean, how they describe their own 

experiences, reveal context, outline events and facilitate comparison analysis (Charmaz, 1996). This 

method was coupled with a selective protocol approach, when the data was considered irrelevant or 

too technical. 

8.2. Sample 

Levy and Spicer (2013) find it necessary to broaden the focus of the climate debate away from a US-

UK centric view. This justifies the positioning of this study within a Swedish national context. 

Consequently, the research sample comprised of ten respondents based in Sweden, five each from 

the two identified groups of climate sceptics and climate believers. In total 47 interview requests 

were sent by e-mail with further reminders when necessary. All respondents who agreed to 

participate, with one exception, have an academic professional background. Most respondents 

either are currently professors and researchers at Universities in Sweden or have retired from similar 

positions. To make sure that the respondents from both groups are relatively homogeneous in their 

professional profiling, it has been decided to target the same sample category for the believers-

group. It was not easy to find sceptics in Sweden, however, after further searches I came across the 

Stockholm Initiative forum, an independent non-profit association which aims to demonstrate the 

uncertainty in climate science and the negative consequences of the climate policy advanced by the 

United Nations Climate Panel, supported by the EU and Sweden (Stockholms Initiativet, n.d.). The 

goal is to prevent this policy, which is characterised as meaningless and detrimental to society 

(Stockholms Initiativet, n.d.). Most writers on this forum have sound scientific qualifications and 

claim that the scientific basis is not sufficient for advancing the current climate policies. Most 

interviewed sceptics are either writes on this forum, or have been involved with it, for instance, by 

supporting it in face of public criticism.  
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8.3. Qualitative coding  

An a priori theoretical coding process was employed in reference to Bliuc et al’s (2015) 

conceptualisation of the sceptic versus believer opinion-groups, as means to structure, organise and 

make sense of the data. I took the liberty to rename Bliuc et al’s anger at the opposing group 

category of group consciousness as perceptions of the opposing group, so as to allow for the 

normative emotion of each group to emerge in tandem with the analysis, instead of defining it as 

anger from the onset. As such, the respondents’ accounts were categorised according to the three 

compounds of group consciousness, namely social identification, group efficacy and perceptions of 

the opposing group. With this in mind, I proceeded to the first cycle of coding in search for recurring 

patterns in the data. In a qualitative study, coding becomes a problem solving mechanism which 

links the data to the idea. Although the codes were to some extent rooted in the predetermined 

ideas and theories, it is important to remember that coding is ultimately a judgement call, as 

qualitative researchers resort to their own personalities and subjectivities during the process (Sipe & 

Ghiso, 2004). The second cycle of coding further sorted, focused and systematised prominent traits 

of the qualitative data for producing the main themes and concepts (Saldaña, 2009), as revealed in 

the discussion paragraphs.  

8.4. Open coding based on Charmaz’ grounded theory 

The open coding based on Charmaz’ grounded theory methodology was complementary to the 

aforementioned a priori coding style in that it allowed for new codes to derive from the data, rather 

than limiting the findings within the confines of a predefined theory (Blair, 2015). Grounded theory 

studies are empirical by nature. Under this empirical endeavour, grounded theory links 

interpretative investigations with positivist assumptions to uncover the participants’ meanings 

(Charmaz, 1996). The grounded theory method was employed in this research in an effort to 

understand the voice of the respondents and analyse interpersonal relations (Charmaz, 1996), which 

is why this is a suitable method for studying the inter-perceptions between two opposing groups 

within the climate debate. Additionally, this is a method useful for analysing psychological themes of 

personal experience, identity, emotions, prejudice and interpersonal conflict (Charmaz, 1996), all 

relevant aspect of the research questions proposed for this study. Whilst grounded theory doesn’t 

necessarily require to be informed by a literature review, Bryant (2004) warns against avoiding this 

step, citing Fetterman’s remark that the researcher should keep an open mind, not an empty head. 

Charmaz (1996) also argue for the importance of using one’s background assumptions and interests 



 

15 

 

to search for specific issues in their data. In this case, my initial interests led to the concepts of group 

identity and opinion-groups into the research. Further on, such concepts served as guiding points to 

analyse data and interview the participants. When literature review is undertaken, as in this study’s 

case, it is important to engage one’s reflexivity, a wilfully reflective method within grounded theory, 

which enables an open inductive process by increasing the researcher’s self-awareness and scrutiny 

of his or her interpretations and possible liabilities of the researcher taking part in the research 

process (McGhee et al., 2007; Charmaz, 2006). This may create pressure between the requirement 

to enable concept to surface naturally and the tendency to make information fit into predetermined 

theories (Glaser, 1992).  

Grounded theory is based on several characteristics, described by Charmaz (1996) as simultaneously 

collecting data and analysing it; generating analytic codes emerging from the data, rather than from 

preconceived notions; developing intermediary theories to describe behaviour; taking memos, 

meaning making analytic notes to shape up data categories and postponing the literature review. 

Starting the data analysis early enables the researcher to collect more data necessary to interpret 

newly discovered questions and themes (Charmaz, 1996). In this research, analysing data early on 

helped generate new supporting questions, which were previously overlooked, for instance, when 

asking respondents about their views on open discussions and debates with opposite group 

members. Grounded theorists revise the data early in order to organise and synthesize it through 

qualitative coding (Charmaz, 2006). Coding means that parts of text are labelled to denote what they 

describe. Qualitative grounded theory coding in its initial stage necessitates exploring each line of 

data to discern events and actions which the researcher sees as happening or which it characterizes 

(Charmaz, 1996). Line-by-line coding helped visualise the text in a new light which sometimes 

differed from the participants’ perspectives and synthesised the dominant themes (Charmaz, 1996). 

Preliminary to the coding, memos, or analytic notes, were taken to make sense of the data. The 

memo-writing process was aimed towards comparing the respondents’ beliefs and experiences 

among each other, through constant comparative methods (Glaser and Strauss, 1999). Memo-

writing led to theoretical sampling, which helped to make sense of the data and understand how to 

fit the ideas together. At Charmaz’ (1996) recommendation, theoretical sampling was conducted 

later in the study, after the relevant issues were identified and more data emerged, in order to avoid 

making rash conclusions.  
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9. Findings 

Here I present the findings based on the proposed theoretical framework. The findings format is 

structured according to Bliuc et al’s (2015) group consciousness characteristics, namely: social 

identification, group efficacy and perceptions of the opposing group. Each of these three 

subheadings will be further expanded in two sections which separately present the summarised 

findings of the sceptics and believers interviews. As such, the findings summarised in the following 

sections aim to address RQ1 and RQ2. 

9.1. Social identification  

This section explores more closely RQ1, by analysing the respondents’ self identification within their 

opinion-groups, their positioning within the climate debate and the motivations they reveal for 

subscribing to their beliefs.  

9.1.1. Sceptics 

During the analysis of the sceptics’ self positioning within the climate debate, several observations 

have emerged. Not all sceptics outright reject the premise of the manmade climate change. The 

views vary in their degree of scepticism and the arguments are based on different aspects of their 

beliefs, or lack thereof. It is worth noting that some respondents accepted the term sceptic and used 

it to describe themselves and other people who share similar views. An interviewed professor in 

neurophysiology even distinguishes between the two sides of the argument, labelling them as 

sceptics and alarmists and positions himself within the sceptical side: I’m clearly on the sceptic side…I 

think the sceptics are more right than the alarmists. 

Most interviewees seemed to take issue with the alarmism of climate change. For instance, when 

asked about Sweden’s political stance in climate issues, one participant expresses his lack of concern 

with the climate issue, rejecting the premise of dangerous warming, especially in the Nordic context, 

describing it as alarmist.  

I don’t agree with it at all, because I don’t think there is any alarm with this. I 
don’t think the heating, the further warming up is any problem whatsoever 
and especially not for Sweden. 
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Most agree that humans are releasing CO2 into the atmosphere, calling it a matter of no debate, but 

the general attitude is not one of concern in the face of this fact. A self-identified sceptic doubts the 

CO2 relation to temperature variation, attributing it mostly to solar activity. Others contest the 

levels of danger posed by CO2 and whether it really is a causal factor contributing to temperature 

rise.  

If you look closely at that graph, not the one that he (Al Gore) shows you, but if 
you go to the sources and you look closely, it turns out that the temperature 
changes come before the CO2 changes. So, temperatures go up hundreds of 
years before CO2 goes up. 

 

When asked about his concern towards the climate in the future, one respondent does concede that 

temperatures might increase, but not as dramatically, siding with a lower range of increase on the 

scale proposed by IPCC. This again, seems to contest the more alarming forecasts of global warming. 

Amongst the sceptics there was a common theme of history showing that climate change is a 

naturally cyclical event. Respondents note the importance of looking back at historic records of 

climate fluctuations when delineating the climate situation today.  

You have to understand the system by going back in history and see what’s the 
natural variations of (unintelligible) and temperature and things like that…but 
then there came young students, who were more interested in making climate 
models on the computer, trying to make simulations and they didn’t care much 
for history. 
 

Another observation is that science is usually portrayed as inherently sceptic. Being sceptical is a 

natural state within science. Respondents agree that a sceptical approach to science, which may 

foster disagreements, is the only way to improve scientific thought. As an interviewed meteorologist 

says about the scientific process:  

You have to give up some ideas which have been proven by your colleagues to 
be wrong. You should reformulate things more carefully. And this is the way 
science develops. So, all scientists are sceptical. 
 

All interviews have echoed the theme of scientific complexity and uncertainty. Climate systems are 

believed to be very complicated, chaotic and thus, difficult to understand in detail. For this reasons, 

predicting climate with precision, even in terms of weeks is a difficult exercise. 
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We cannot really predict the weather, as you know, more than perhaps a week 
or two in advance. And this is not because the meteorologists are not clever 
enough. It is simply due to inherent properties of climate of complex systems. 
 

From the idea of complex nature of science stems the legitimacy in thinking that there is no absolute 

agreement in science. Someone challenges the idea of a climate consensus by stating that There is 

nothing like the established science in climate science and There is nothing like 97% agreement on 

anything, because what should this agreement be about? 97% agree about what? It’s completely 

unclear. One respondent was particularly bothered by the assumption that there is such a thing as 

one monolithic idea of science, continuing to say that the climate debate is still alive and well in 

science: the science’ you say, but there’s a scientific debate going on. In line with this though, 

another sceptic claims to distrust the IPCC because of the greater discrepancies between their 

forecast and actual events. The overall impression is that most sceptics don’t recognise IPCC as the 

sole authority in climate science.  

It’s one voice among many, but many other scientists and researchers who 
have different views from IPCC. So I don’t regard them as THE big authority 
here, not at all. There are many, many other scientists, climate scientists who 
have different views.  
 

An observation occurs which suggests that although sceptics seem to challenge different aspects of 

the anthropogenic climate change idea, they do seem to arrive to their opinions from a scientific 

deliberation. Most sceptics, when asked, claim to be informed on both sides of the argument, not 

solely on the opposing theories.  

I follow the big journals, like ‘Nature’ and ‘Science’ and I also read books that 
are published. But there are a huge number of climate journals actually so you 
can’t really follow everything. But I have contacts with climate scientists, who 
show it to me 
 

Several sceptics expressed their concern with the politicisation of climate science. The climate 

narrative is seen as a political agenda meant to push for certain policies, such as restriction on fossil 

fuels in order to promote nuclear energy and build 20 new nuclear reactors in Sweden or the UN’s 

plan of creating some kind of super-national control. One respondent concludes that climate 

alarmism is a political agenda. It has no real roots in science. He follows by stating that all scientific 

evidence is tailored to for the political agenda. Another sceptic notices the polarisation of the 
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climate debate along political divides: Gradually there has been a development towards a strong 

association between political views and what you believe about climate.  

The interviewed meteorologist seems to be especially worried about the way politics interpret and 

disseminate scientific evidence. He claims that politicians have very little understanding for the 

whole extremely complex system and therefore they lack the knowledge and tools to create tangible, 

realistic and clear-cut solutions to climate issues. He also accuses politicians of distorting the 

scientific findings in order to establish their legitimacy among the public. Similar to Hoffman’s (2011) 

findings, sceptics frame climate change not as a scientific issue but one of morally corrupt political 

agents. 

We (scientists) are very careful about defining what we mean. This is not so in 
the political world because there they would like to convince people so they 
can get power. They are not particularly interested in truth…they have to be 
seen to act in a way which is accepted by the public as being ethically and 
morally acceptable. 
 

Some sceptics expressed cynicism towards the way scientific methodologies are being used within 

the field of climate science. For instance, one participant claims that people come to the IPCC with a 

preconceived notion. Echoing other sceptics’ sentiments, climate science is accused of confirmation 

bias and lack of critical evaluation.  

My approach towards the whole topic was the methodological and 
philosophical problems I saw in this field of science…and above all that it was 
so uncritical. It was, what I would call, confirmation type of science…that is 
you’re looking for evidence that is confirming presupposed stories without any 
critical testing. 
 

A very ubiquitous theme which surfaced amongst all interviews was the persecution and censoring 

of climate sceptic opinions in Sweden. There is a common sentiment of fear to express their views 

publicly, their opinions being castigated to private domains: I meet a lot of people, who express 

sceptic views privately, but not publicly. This fear stems from a perceived lack of acceptance and 

tolerance towards those who oppose the dominant climate discourse, which may affect their 

personal and professional lives.  
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People are vilified, are being persecuted for having the wrong views and a lot 
of people even suggest that sceptics should be prosecuted and should be 
sacked from their jobs and you hear this all the time (…) They are afraid of 
losing their grants, of being vilified by their colleagues, not getting invitations 
to conferences; They don’t want to be portrayed publicly as a danger to 
humanity. 
 

Someone points to the real dangers of expressing dissent when recounting the case of a sceptic 

Swedish meteorologist: The scientific community basically made it impossible for him to work and 

forced him to resign. One respondent even recalled receiving e-mail threats after expressing his 

views. Another sceptic, former CEO of Sandvik, who was invited to hold a lecture at the Royal 

Institute of Technology in Stockholm was told that the organisers have received a message from the 

headmaster, who seemed concerned that someone who contested the IPCC was allowed to speak at 

the university: we have heard that you have invited a man who is not supporting the IPCC and we 

advise you to contact us before you do anything like that. To avoid such treatment, one respondent 

suggests that it is safer if people publicly comply with the main climate narrative. He claims there is a 

limit to what one can say and how much one can go against the dominant climate discourse. 

The safe position is to say that we have strong global warming, relentless 
global warming and it’s very dangerous. It’s all caused by CO2, almost only by 
CO2. Maybe you can get away with saying that there are natural factors that 
contribute, but the main factor is CO2. That’s the safe position. If you were to 
say the sun has an influence that can be acceptable as long as you don’t deny 
the main importance of CO2. 
 

A similar thought came up in a separate interview, where the interviewee recalled an instance when 

a CEO friend of his was forced to hide his scepticism fearing that otherwise young people won’t seek 

employment at his company.  

Similarly, there is a common distrust towards the media among the interviewees. The information 

published by the Swedish media is seen as detached from reality, misleading and unscientific. A 

professor of applied mathematics seemed very upset over how the media portrays the sceptic 

community in Sweden. He refers to a specific case when a journalist of ‘Svenska Dagbladet’ has 

misrepresented a climate conference among scientists with different perspectives on the climate 

issues. He claims that it is the usual way of Swedish media to depict sceptics unfairly and repress 

their voices, instead of actually listening to their side of the argument.  
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Our opinions cannot be voiced, because it’s complete censorship in media 
about scepticism to the alarmism. An example is the Climate conference that 
took place outside Gothenburg in February (…) she (the journalist) didn’t talk 
anything about the science. Instead she concentrated on presenting the group 
of people there as people without empathy…a complete ad hominem report. 
This is the typical presentation of sceptics in media, as an outsider group of lost 
people. It is a complete misrepresentation of the scientific level  
 

9.1.2. Believers 

As expected, all interviewed believers agree with and fully support the manmade climate consensus 

and the negative effects of CO2 on climate change. There is a unanimous message that fixing the 

climate is a human responsibility, especially those in more industrialised countries, who are 

perceived to contribute more to overconsumption and pollution. Several respondents trace back to 

their education, especially at university level, as the time when they first recall embedding their 

opinions about climate change. From then on their certainty only got stronger. Personal experience 

with environmental issues is another factor influencing some believers’ certainty. I have never 

questioned, stated one academic who accounted growing up surrounded by talks on environmental 

threats. The need to question climate science is brought up in another interview: the science is so 

solid that there is really no credible way to question it. One respondent referred to Al Gore’s movie 

as an event which intensified her confidence in the manmade climate discourse, pointing to how 

impressed she was with his rhetoric. It seems like the element she mostly appreciated was speech 

rather than scientific fact.  

All believers unanimously accept the scientific authority of IPCC. In contrast to the sceptics’ 

accusations of bias within IPCC, believers seem convinced of its objectivity: IPCC does not just 

represent a certain group, but it’s actually quite an international expert panel. Some claim to agree 

due to their own lack in scientific comprehension: I don’t have the scholarly competence to make my 

own assessment so therefore I have to trust in those researchers who do it. I follow IPCC and if they 

say it is that I follow that. 

When asked about their expectations for the future, all participants, except one, expressed a 

pessimistic outlook and a serious concern that the climate will only get worse: We are killing 

ourselves slowly. Respondents seem emotionally charged and genuinely worried about the future. 
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My biggest concern is that I will die with a temperature above 2 degrees 
heading for 4. I could imagine it even worse than that. I think it’s reasonably 
possible; People say that they know it’s bad, but I don’t think they actually 
know how bad it is.  
 

This shared emotionality exposes a common view of the world, which enforces the identification 

with their opinion-based group (McGarty et al., 2009) They describe the general sentiment among 

their peers in terms of hopelessness and concern for their children. Although awareness is 

widespread, most people don’t know how to solve climate issues and seem overwhelmed in the face 

of such calamities. 

She (respondent’s friend) feels like climate change is like a hand around her 
throat, that her kids come home from school saying that humans are 
destroying the planet and she doesn’t know what to tell them or what to say.; 
she said that the coral reefs are dying and that we can’t save them. 
 

In contrast, one respondent said she prefers to shield her children from the alarming future 

scenarios: I don’t want to say it to my kids too often. I don’t want to scare them too much. These 

types of attitudes resonate with the sceptics’ perceptions about climate discourse being alarmist. At 

times, some believers manifest moments of introspection, when they consider the possibility of both 

ends of the argument to be driven by ideology: It’s easy for ideologies to dominate at the extremes. 

In contrast to the sceptics’ accounts, the politicisation of climate change is not necessarily seen as a 

problem. Most believers concur that climate action should be catalysed by all social institutions, 

including those at the political level. One participant states her professional objective to make 

climate as more of a political issue. Her objection, however, is that climate change be conflated with 

the leftist ideology, as it implies that climate action can only come from a left perspective, thus 

alienating the right. 

The right has thought that the solutions will be mandated by the government 
and top-down and more regulation and interfering with peoples’ private lives 
and they don’t like that and they don’t want that. But there’s nothing that says 
it has to be that way. There are conservative and liberal solutions to climate 
change. 
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At the same time, several other interviewees do conflate climate scepticism with right-wing politics: 

Sverige demokraterna are climate sceptic, because this comes with the right wing ideology.  

9.2. Group efficacy 

This section will present findings with help answer both RQ1 and RQ2, by exploring how the groups 

view the efficacy of their respective groups in achieving their inherent goals, either to create social 

change or challenge these attempts. As established earlier, the goal of the interviewed Stockholm 

Initiative members and supporters is to challenge the Swedish climate policy. Since climate believers 

support robust climate action, their goal should align with Sweden’s extensive climate agenda. To 

make this more clear and to explore their personal views, all respondents were asked where they 

stand on Sweden’s push for climate action. 

9.2.1. Sceptics  

The echoing message during the interviews was that a climate policy which goes against the fossil 

fuel industry, may damage the opportunity of poor nations to build their economies and societies, 

the same way as the developed countries have done: this political agenda towards a fossil free 

society is very, very dangerous, because it will make it impossible for poor people in the world to raise 

their living standards. Achieving net-neutrality is viewed as a luxury for the already well-off 

countries, like Sweden, but could be a disaster for poorer regions. Fossil fuels or at least their 

inclusion in the energy mix is encouraged and seen as imminent in the future. 

Another common opinion is that the current climate policies and international agreements, such as 

the Paris Accord will ultimately have no desired effect and will only amount to a meaningless loss of 

money. This is due to a recurring idea that humans can’t control the large forces of nature and 

climate. Respondents agree that the resources being used for climate action should be directed 

towards bigger priorities: We’re not giving the right priority to using our resources. The priorities 

should be completely different. For instance, one respondent suggests that instead of investing in 

wind power, which he views as unsustainable, investments should instead go to the electric power 

industry, or nuclear power, as advised in another interview. Moreover, one respondent is worried 

that Sweden’s climate law may be detrimental if tailored to address the wrong issues, such as rising 

instead of decreasing temperatures. 
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The policy which we have, the climate law, which is agreed to among the 
whole parliament (…) is a complete folly. It’s of no use whatsoever even if you 
believe in the worst scenarios of the IPCC. So I don’t see the point in it. It’s 
more of a symbolic gesture, but it costs the nation quite a lot of money. 
 

Also, respondents view alternative theories on climate efficient in challenging the current dominant 

discourse on manmade climate change. Some theories which came up ware the solar-cosmic ray 

theory of climate developed by the Danish professor of physics Henrik Svensmark and Planck’s law 

of radiation. Several interviewees exemplify scientific bodies opposing the IPCC, such as the NIPCC 

and the Global Warming Policy Foundation suggesting that there is a great amount of alternative 

scientific information available: There are lots, thousands of scientists organised with massive 

scientific material balancing the IPCC. 

In terms of group efficacy to achieve legitimacy, one respondent seems optimistic in the sceptics’ 

group increase, despite the media censoring. He claims that climate scepticism in Sweden is actually 

growing, with more sceptical articles being published and more anti-alarmist messages emerging, 

even within the IPCC: There are more sceptical articles published in scientific journals today than, 

say, five years ago. Another respondent notes the same trend among the public, which he claims to 

be less preoccupied with climate issues compared to other political matters. A similar idea emerges 

in another interview, where the respondent claims that increasing taxes for climate action may put 

off individual and corporate actors.  

I think also that scepticism is rising more lately when there will be decisions 
made (…) people understand that that money has to be taken from 
somewhere and they are concerned with other questions considered to be 
more alarming than climate. 

9.2.2. Believers 

All respondents agree that Sweden has to keep being a world leader when it comes to enacting 

climate action and developing climate policies. Sweden is viewed as an example and as a world 

agent with vast resources to push for change and thus responsible to do so 

I feel like Sweden has to be a leader and if we can’t do it, nobody can do it, 
because we have a lot of the conditions in place to actually take the action 
that’s necessary to avoid dangerous climate change; I’m willing to pay more 
taxes.  
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This contrasts the sceptics’ views, who mainly think Sweden’s resources should be used for more 

important goals and that spending money for climate issues will damage the economy. Respondents 

are generally pleased with the climate policy progress Sweden has made so far, but most of them 

still think there is much more work to do: I think that if we want to be really progressive we could do 

much more; We’re doing too little too slow. Some respondents seem suspicious whether the 

promises and plans on paper will actually be followed through: The question is will Sweden actually 

do what it takes to get there? (…) Politicians have to put money and policies to actually doing what 

those plans say. One participant claims the climate issue should be politicised and brought to the 

politicians’ attention even more. 

Participants claim to find vast support among the population, who are generally seen as aware and 

supportive of climate action. This suggests the believers group see themselves as efficient in 

encouraging grassroots mobilisation for climate action. One respondent sees confident in society’s 

potential to bring about change, such as was the case with fixing the ozone layer problem. She 

considers it a success story, which proves society’s ability to agree on certain policies and act 

collectively towards one goal. However, one respondent notes a lack of optimism and know-how 

among the population in their endeavour to fix climate change 

There was a survey in Sweden that said 92% of people think it’s important to 
live climate-smart and 12% know what that means and how to do it, so I think 
there’s still a big gap there.  
 

The Paris Agreement is largely supported. One respondent views it as a catalyser of action among 

society. However, not everyone is so optimistic. For instance, in a separate interview, the 

respondent questions to what extent international agreements are sufficient to tackle climate issues: 

It’s not enough (…) We’re so far away from what is needed.   

Another observation is that most interviewed believers have grievances towards the oil industry and 

large corporations, who are seen as culpable and responsible to fix climate change. The aim should 

be towards reducing their activities, or even putting them out of business. Similarly, another 

interviewee agrees with the necessity and potential for industry to contribute. 
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I think that it’s that shift in mindset…climate change is related to very high 
economic risk and I think many companies realise this and therefore they have 
to take action.  
 

9.3. Perceptions of the opposing group 

The next paragraphs aim to address RQ2, by exploring the respondents’ views, feelings and 

perceptions of members from their opposite groups. 

9.3.1. Sceptics 

Most respondents used the term alarmist when referring to people from the opposing opinion-

group. One of them wanted to make it clear that he’s not using this term in a derogatory sense, but 

simply as an identifier. This indicates that the sceptics interviewed for this research stand in 

opposition mainly to the more extreme and exaggerated ways of framing climate change.  

Several sceptics noticed a lock-in effect in the alarmists’ adherence to the climate agenda. They 

suggest that those who are pushing for climate action have no interest in challenging their own 

opinions and back up their arguments, since their social and professional status relies may be at risk 

otherwise.  

If you go into that position of pushing an agenda and you’re locked into it, as 
an alarmist you cannot back off and say ‘Well, after all, maybe it’s not so 
dangerous. Maybe I was wrong’ because then you lose your job, so you have to 
push the agenda, to increase the alarm. That‘s the only thing you can do, 
because your position hinges on that. 
 

In line with this, another sceptic believes that alarmists comply because they want to fit in with their 

peer-group. This echoes studies which show that pressures to conform can hinder dissenting 

opinions, even when people privately disagree (Price et al 2002). Others attribute their reasoning to 

ideology and political gain. Moreover one respondent goes insofar as to suggest that some 

environmentalists and scientists are entrepreneurs seeking material gain in an area supported 

almost universally by most institutions:  

They are not in science because they’re interested in finding things out. It’s a 
career path. And those are the worst, because their main ambition is to get 
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high positions, recognition, high positions in editorial boards and international 
scientific associations and also, large funding. 
  

This in turn affects the quality of science. When asked to recount their experiences of interacting 

with climate advocates all respondents note that their efforts to engage in any sort of 

communication were met with hostility, indifference and intolerance.  

They don’t talk to you. It is impossible to have a discussion. They seem to 
refuse any kind of exchange. They don’t discuss with sceptics. 
 

A retired professor accounts that controversial discussions on climate issues were ignored and 

rejected: they have a policy, it seems, not to ever debate a climate sceptic. Similarly, in an effort to 

engage the other side in a discussion, one respondent noticed that when confronting alarmists with 

alternative scientific facts, such as Svensmark’s solar physics, it is not met with any substantial 

testing or criticism, but is instead immediately dismissed. Under such lack of civil discussions, one 

respondent also claimed that he finds it difficult to find any common grounds with alarmists. 

Interestingly, according to their personal accounts, most respondents state to be the initiators in 

their discussions with the opposing group. However, this effort is usually rejected by their 

opponents. 

Yes, of course. I did (tried to reach out to them). I also scheduled debates with 
alarmists, but they just cancel their participation; I recently went to them and 
asked them to engage in debates about the book or the paper and so on and 
they never answer. 
 

He believes this is happening because alarmists know they will lose, if they go into a debate, so the 

only logical response is to suppress the sceptics in order to keep their narrative afloat: The only 

possibility for this agenda to survive is suppression, so therefore they will continue on that lie as long 

as possible. Fear is a common reason suggested by sceptics to explain why interaction rejections 

occur. Someone also said that the alarmist side that has the upper hand in the debate, in a sense 

that there is more institutional and grassroots support for their discourse, in which case there would 

be less incentive for them to assert their beliefs in face of opposition.  

Another perception of climate believers is that they are not sufficiently and directly informed on 

scientific facts and instead take whatever IPCC publishes at face value, or cherry pick alarmist facts 



 

28 

 

to fit their narrative. Alarmists are portrayed gullible and merely interested in the evidence which 

confirms their bias and not that which contradicts their established views. 

Very few of them have actually read the report from the IPCC. So they take 
what they have heard about the IPCC, rather than what they themselves have 
read. They take the most alarmist, catastrophic view they can gather. 
 

Another common observation was awareness among the interviewed about the political split 

between sceptics and alarmists. This indicates that, similar to the US-UK context, there might be a 

political alignment of climate opinions between the left and right.  

Those who believe in the anthropogenic warming tend to be more on the left 
and I would say even stronger is the tendency among the leftists to take a 
strong alarmist stand. If you were looking at conservative politicians in 
Sweden, I think most of them believe in the alarmist hypothesis. 
 

Some sceptics seem to accept a normal state of disagreement and the coexistence of differing 

opinions, but two respondents point out that the Swedish society tends to prefer uniformity in 

though as a way to achieve social cohesion. For this purpose, dissent must be stifled. 

In Sweden it’s always been the case that people should have the same opinion 
about anything and therefore anyone who has a different view is being 
considered a bit of a problem, like a fly in the soup. 

9.3.2. Believers 

Most respondents agree that the scientific debate on climate is settled, thus debating whether 

climate change is occurring is obsolete: I don’t want to discuss whether or not it’s manmade. It is 

manmade, so let’s move on and see what we can do about it; or That’s the wrong debate to be 

having, suggesting that certain debates are more legitimate than others. Instead, the focus is placed 

on moving on towards finding solutions. The debate should now focus on political and economic 

actions, such as what kinds of investments will you make? One respondent is suspicious of attempt 

to challenge climate science in a debate, framing it is a strategy of the opposition: to make it into a 

public debate is just a charade and that was a tactic that the deniers were using for a long time. 
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When asked about their experiences interacting with sceptics in Sweden, their accounts suggest 

little to no exposure to discussions with people who oppose the climate consensus. They admit to 

mostly be surrounded by people who agree with their own views. A frequent preference is to ignore 

any interaction with sceptics. One respondent reveals that such interactions make her distressed 

and upset, especially since there is almost no hope in changing their minds. Sceptics are seen as 

stubborn, difficult to reason with and inflexible in their views: they have decided that they don’t 

want to believe, therefore there is little reason to engage in discussions. 

I think we should just ignore them, don’t give them any air and just focus on 
doing good things; if I realise that if I can change their minds I approach them, 
but if I can’t than I just ignore them 
 

But not all avoid discussions with the opposing group. When and if discussions do occur, 

respondents seem tempted to convince sceptics. However, this approach is only undertaken if the 

believer has the necessary skills to convince: I have no ambition to convince a real sceptic. I can’t talk 

to people in that way. I’m not good at convincing. For instance, one respondent appear more 

interested to see how they talk and how they phrase their arguments. This approach is echoed in a 

separate interview, where the respondent wants to give sceptics the benefit of the doubt and 

understand their point of view: It is important to understand how climate deniers or sceptics think 

and how they argue and try to find a way where they make sense, maybe they’re also scientific. One 

respondent is hopeful that discussions with sceptics could uncover common interests between the 

opposing groups, thus enticing opposition to become engaged in climate action. This requires 

speaking their language in order to appeal to sceptics’ grievances and interests. 

We can form some kind of agreement around new, cool technology because I 
think many climate sceptics talk about lack of business opportunities and 
losses…but we can talk about new technologies like electric vehicles and new 
business opportunities 
 

Just like the sceptics, believers attribute dissent to fear. In this case they believe the sceptics fear 

that climate policies will affect the way they decide to use their money: they don’t want to put 

money into this, because they want to put money into other things. Respondents think that sceptics 

feel threatened to change. Therefore they refuse to accept the manmade climate change discourse 

as a way to protect their current world-view. Believers also ascribe contesting views to nefarious 

ideological reasons: think climate scepticism is an ideology and not a scientific view of the world and 
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claim that sceptics are being wilfully dishonest with the scientific data in order to push an ideology. 

This resonates with Corner’s (2010) claim that climate sceptics base their opinions on ideology, 

rather than evidence. However, it is important to note that believers are accused of the same things 

by the sceptics interviewed in this study.  

Most participants expressed frustration with people who don’t want to accept the main climate 

narrative, perceiving them as a hindrance towards climate action: we’ve been talking about this for 

so many years. If they by now haven’t understood that this is a serious problem that needs to be 

dealt with in an urgent way, than I don’t have much sympathy for them. This gives rise to hostility 

with one respondent describing the sceptics in derogatory terms: I think they are idiots. While 

others, who have accepted the impossibility of challenging sceptics’ ideological arguments, prefer to 

put their anger away and stay neutral. 

Uniquely, during one interview, the respondent admitted that division of thought is a natural and 

necessary state in a democracy: I believe in division of thoughts. That’s what democracy is about. 

There have to be conflicts, diverse thinking and disagreements.  As such, consent may not always be 

desirable. 

Interestingly, when asked about opposite views being exposed to the public though media, most 

interviewees expressed their preference to control and filter certain views. One respondent claims 

that the media has a responsibility to weed out arguments based on wrong facts and allow a variety 

of opinion, but preferably in proportion to how many they are. Someone else seems sceptical of 

giving a platform for speech to views which don’t help to advance the climate agenda.  

If we assume that climate change is manmade and you want everybody to see 

it, letting everybody speak on equal terms, irrespectively if they have the 

knowledge, or what gender they have, let them speak 5 minutes on Swedish 

television, that wouldn’t help the climate change issue. 

However, no one advocates for completely silencing dissent. A participant even argues for the 

potential backlash of excluding opposing views: the moment you exclude a voice, it gets more 

radical. Others support an open market of ideas, unless it is a small fringe minority which is in the 

way of the dominant discourse: of course it’s a problem if those kinds of people are completely 
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silenced…but if they are so small and you want to give it to the most common view…I don’t know…I 

can’t judge it, because I don’t know the research field.  

10. Discussion 

The findings bring to surface the motivation behind believing certain discourses on climate change. 

This study does confirm previous findings which show a variation in the sceptics’ adherence to 

climate science. Respondents agree that the climate is changing, however not all fully support the 

anthropogenic causality and the severity of the climate change consequences. Sceptics seem to be 

concerned mostly with the alarmist aspects of certain rhetoric, the disregard of historic cyclicality of 

climate, a persisting scientific complexity and uncertainty and the political derailing of the climate 

change discourse away from the scientific domain. Sceptical respondents appear suspicious of the 

IPCC’s scientific methodology and accuse it of confirmation bias. They lack trust in the media’s 

alarmist and unscientific reporting and ad hominem attacks on the sceptical community in Sweden. 

The believers’ identity, on the other hand, is entirely built upon fully supporting the climate change 

tenets and recognising IPCC’s scientific authority on these matters. They appear emotionally 

attached to the climate cause and oftentimes seem pessimistic and hopeless about the future. In 

contrast to the sceptics, they advocate for more political involvement to push the climate agenda. 

Sceptics overall condemn Sweden’s unnecessary spending on climate action. They believe that the 

science needs to be fully certain before releasing policies and taking action. They also advocate for a 

mixed energy grid, with the inclusion of fossil fuels and sustain that poor countries should be 

allowed to make use of their own fossil fuel reserves in order to reach an equally industrialised social 

order. Believers express a similar concern towards the poor, except their concern comes from the 

detrimental impacts of climate change. They claim that Sweden could do more, as opposed to the 

sceptics’ beliefs, and that the fossil industry should be reduced.  

When it comes to intergroup perceptions, both the sceptic and believer respondents attribute each 

others’ opinions to a lock-in effect. In other words, they consider each other to be consumed and 

blinded to their ideology, thus stubborn to any change or alternative opinions. Interestingly, the 

sceptics appear to be more open to dissent and open dialogue with their opposition and actively 

seek out discussions with climate change proponents. They view believers as stuck in their own 

opinion-bubbles and very adamant to any type of interaction with sceptics. When they do manage to 

enter a discussion, their views are completely shut down and dismissed and their participation in 
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public events is blocked. Respondents seem concerned that their voices are being censored and 

excluded from the discourse in Sweden. These claims may appear legitimate, considering that the 

believers do generally show a lack of interest in communicating with sceptics. Although they mostly 

agree with open debates and discussions, they would rather ignore outright deniers and would 

advocate for some level of control over public debates and discussions involving dissenting opinions. 

They do attest to being mostly surrounded by members from their own opinion groups and are 

scarcely exposed to opposing views. When they are, their impulse is to convince the other group of 

their own beliefs or otherwise, ignore. One may think that since believers are part of the dominant 

climate narrative in Sweden, they might not have any incentive to challenge their views. Thus, the 

burden of proof is on the opposition. Another observation is that both sides attribute fear to be a 

factor in their opponents’ beliefs. The sceptics claim that believers fear potentially losing the debate 

if they engage and the believers argue that sceptics are fearful towards change. Interestingly, both 

groups believe that the out-group arguments have no real basis in science. This evokes feelings of 

frustration among believers who come across sceptical arguments. Although one might question 

here, to what extent the believers are truly knowledgeable of the sceptics’ arguments when they 

personally haven’t had much direct interaction with sceptics and don’t seem particularly keen to do 

so. One could thus suspect that the believers’ impression of sceptics derives from secondary sources 

and possibly from their preconceived notions about them. This is further reinforced when sceptics 

use legitimate scientific argumentation for their claims, be it by offering alternative scientific claims 

or by looking back at historic scientific records. However, this could seem obvious, since all 

interviewed sceptics are professors, scientists or more generally, academics.    

These results prove existing tensions and persisting disagreements between the two groups. In this 

line, Hoffman (2011) describes two possible outcomes in of the climate debate, the first one being 

an integrative shift of the debate away from whether or not climate change is happening and 

towards core values of interests, such as the soundness of the scientific process, economic 

implications, personal freedoms, the role of the government and possible risks linked to action or 

inaction. However, as these research findings suggest, the debate in Sweden is moving more 

towards Hoffman’s second scenario of a logical schism. This occurs when competing camps don’t 

engage in a common debate, but rather talk past each other (Hoffman, 2011). As exposed in the 

findings, this division occurs when sceptics focus on defining the terms of the debate by questioning 

the existence, severity and cause of climate change, while the believers are past this point and cater 

to solutions. If the debate retreats into a full-fledged logical schism, the options for resolving the 
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tensions will become a win-lose setting with both groups aiming for different goals by demonising 

each other (Bazerman & Neale, 1992). As suggested by Kennedy and Pronin (2008), in order to avoid 

escalating conflicts it is important to be able to view opponents as capable of objectivity. It is 

important to exercise self-introspection and recognise that any position, be it climate scepticism or 

climate support, can be influenced by emotions, personal experience and a desire to assert one’s 

self-esteem (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008). Recognising that one’s own world-views are shaped by 

personal experiences and feelings could encourage a more benevolent perspective of adversaries. 

Dryzek and Lo (2015) add that people shouldn’t rush to an ideological reductionism which views 

climate dissent as a right-wing, anti-government standpoint. Classifying sceptics who sincerely 

question climate science with those who make egregious sceptical claims creates a needless 

polarisation between the partakers in a debate (Rensburg, 2015). The alienation of sceptics may also 

lead to a backlash, where they become more dedicated to contrary action. 

Many climate scientists still rely on providing more evidence when communicating with sceptics in 

order to increase consensus. However, as Moser and Dilling (2011) show, presenting better and 

more information, evoking fear of climate change effects and declaring the authority of climate 

scientists have no real effect on expanding consensus or achieving support for climate policies. As 

shown in the findings, interviewed sceptics manifest a certain degree of aversion towards climate 

science authorities, such as IPCC. This suggests that an expert folk model, which assumes ignorance 

among the public, may not be an efficient approach to dialogue (Pearce, et al., 2015). Instead, 

Pearce et al. (2015) recommend a more participatory model that accepts uncertainties in climate 

science, rather than ignores them, thus stirring debate and deliberation. The focus should not rest 

solely on consensus, but on celebrating disparity, which is expected when talking about such a 

complex issue as climate change. Disagreement is crucial in a democratic society where issues are 

resolved through free exchange between opposing arguments (Price et al., 2002). Deliberation in a 

democratic fashion requires understanding and taking into consideration opposing views through 

reciprocity and tolerance. While disagreement sources may seem irreconcilable, they should be 

taken seriously and addressed with legitimacy.  

10.1. Contribution to sustainability science 

The field of sustainability science targets a better insight of the multifaceted interactions between 

social, environmental and economic systems. It incorporates the areas of environmental science and 
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those of social, economic and development studies, in the endeavour to understand and enable a 

transition to sustainability (Kasemir et al., 2003). Sustainability science is ultimately a field which 

combines research with concomitant action (Kates, 2017). One of the biggest challenges in 

sustainability science in need for action is climate change. However, climate change is a complex 

issue, considering its possible non-linearity in the future. This complicates a decision-making aimed 

at long-term consequences and understandably produces disagreements and uncertainty (McGreavy 

& Hart, 2017). As shown in the findings, the sceptics’ main grievance is concerned with the climate 

policy decision process and the Swedish climate law, viewed as meaningless and insufficiently 

scientific. The emergence of separate social groups which challenge climate policy decisions may be 

a consequence of an exclusionary approach of disagreement, as echoed in the sceptics’ responses. 

However, as a field which makes the case for public participation in decision making, sustainability 

science should aim at more participatory approaches to climate policy development, especially in a 

democratic society (Kasemir et al., 2003). This is because climate strategies which invite citizens to 

the debate and take into consideration the interests and aspirations of the public are more likely to 

achieve the trust and support necessary for their success at the national and global scale (Kasemir et 

al., 2003). Including dissent in the policy making process may also produce a more careful 

deliberation process informed by better articulated opinions (Price at al., 2002). In this sense, 

understanding the rationale of oppositional views, treating them seriously and incorporating them 

within sustainability science is crucial in order to arrive to efficient and appropriate plans of action. 

Developing efficient methods of communication may catalyze collaborative research and policy 

results pursued by sustainability scientists (McGreavy & Hart., 2017). As such, this study could be 

useful for developing effective communication and conflict resolution strategies when engaging 

sceptic groups in the public climate debate.  

10.2. Limitations and Suggestions for future studies 

This study has justifiably investigated climate sceptics and believers as opinion-based groups and has 

carried out the analysis based on this premise. However, some may argue about the extent to which 

the interviewed individuals choose to subscribe to their groups or whether they would rather be 

looked at foremost as individuals. Future studies could explore the validity and replicability of 

framing peoples’ beliefs as part of a group or whether it is more accurate to refrain from 

categorizing individual beliefs in a collective. Further research could also employ different data-

collecting methods to explore group consciousness in the climate debate context. Studies could 
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analyse climate debates or simulate interactions between the opposing groups, in order to look at 

the direct interaction between sceptics and believers. Another limitation is the small sample, mainly 

focused on respondents with academic careers, rather than the larger public. This was due to the 

demanding need for rich and detailed data within qualitative studies aimed at exposing personal 

world-views. This plays into the common difficulty with qualitative research to offer wide 

generalizability (Creswell, 1994). However this could serve as an impetus into similar future studies 

carried out among participants from various stakeholder groups. It is also worth mentioning that the 

interview process omitted a pilot-interview, due to technical constraints. A pilot interview might 

have been useful in detecting possible flaws in the interview guide and its conceptualisation. 

However this has been accounted for after the first couple of interviews, with only minor and 

inconsequential changes added to the interview process. 

11. Conclusion 

This study has employed a qualitative methodological approach based on interviews to explore the 

belief motivations of the climate sceptic and believer groups in Sweden as well as their perceptions 

of each other. The paper was structured around a theoretical framework which views the climate 

debate as an opinion-based group conflict and suggests investigating aspects of group consciousness 

as means to understand the respondents’ positioning within the debate, as well as their views of the 

opposite group members. Alongside a theoretical frame of reference, this research used a grounded 

theory approach during the data analysis process to allow for the emergence of codes unrestricted 

by predefined concepts. The results support the existing research about sceptical reasoning and 

compare it to that of the believers’. The intergroup perception enquiry points to existing tensions 

and discussion gaps between the two groups. It finds that the climate debate in Sweden tends to 

aim towards consensus by means of potentially alienating opposing views. As such, the study 

suggests that a more inclusive and charitable attitude towards dissenting views and different values 

could prove beneficial for sustainability science, if it aims to improve the deliberation process of 

climate policies and a better though-through climate action. These results could also inform conflict 

resolution interventions into the climate debate. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. I’ll be interviewing you about your experiences, 

opinions and views on climate change and the climate change debate. I seek to understand the 

different perspectives on the mainstream idea of manmade climate change and the interactions 

between those who support this idea and those who oppose it, or are doubtful of certain aspects of 

it. Feel free to take your time to answer the questions. All I am really looking for is your honest 

opinion and experiences. The interview shouldn’t last too long. With your permission, I will record 

the interview so I can track the information during the study. I can stop recording at any time during 

the interview at your request. The information will be used strictly for the use of my study and you 

can remain anonymous if you so wish. Before we start do you have any questions?  

1. I would like to start by asking you a bit about your background: Name, profession, education.  

2. I would now like to move on to the main theme of this interview. The spectrum of views within 

the debate over manmade climate change is broad, ranging from a complete agreement with the 

science behind it, to being passively concerned, or being doubtful, dismissive or disengaged…Where 

would you position yourself on such a spectrum?  

3. Have you always had the same views? What do you think was the main trigger for shaping the 

opinions you hold today?  

4. What is your main concern towards the future of the Earth’s climate?  

5. What is your view towards Sweden’s active climate policy development and budget allocation for 

climate issues?  

6. How are your opinions on climate change met when you voice them publicly in Sweden?  

(7. Is there a difference when you discuss your views publicly compared to a more private setting?)  
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8. What is your attitude towards climate sceptics/contrarians? (How would you describe them?)  

9. What is your experience with interacting with/debating sceptics/believers? (What was the 

dynamic of your interaction?)  

11. What do you feel is their attitude towards your views on climate change?  

12. What do you think is the greatest point of disagreement when you interact/ debate a climate 

sceptic/believer?  

(13. What reasons they can offer to support opposing points of view?)  

14. What common ground have you noticed when interacting with a sceptic/believer?  

15. How do you think you can overcome the existing divide between the opposing climate change 

views, if you think it is at all possible?  


