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Abstract 

Understanding hope and its motivational generative force in the face of climate change is an 
imperative, especially in the contemporary context of climate anxiety, doom-and-gloom 
communication, and spread of hopelessness among the younger generations. Concomitantly, 
academic research has bloomed this last decade when it comes to demonstrating the potential of hope 
to draw on negative emotions to nurture engagement towards pro-environmental behaviours. 
However, a gap remains concerning the nature, the characteristics, and the transmission modalities of 
this form of constructive hope.  

In this thesis, I study the case of proactive students enrolled in university programmes related to global 
environmental challenges, how they reflect upon hope in the face of climate change, and what form 
of constructive hope they embody through proactive engagement. To that end, I collect qualitative 
empirical material through interviews among a sample of outstandingly engaged students, who are 
preliminarily selected based on the results of a purposive survey. Then, I run a content analysis, driven 
by Webb’s theoretical framework of the various modes of hoping, and Snyder’s theory of hope and its 
four components (i.e. goal, pathway thinking, agency thinking, emotional reinforcement).  

The results of the analysis shed light on the twofold benefit of constructive hope: its contribution to 
enforce sustainable emotional regulation in the face of climate change and its role in promoting pro-
environmental behaviours at an individual and collective level among students. The study emphasises 
the importance of discussing visions of desirable, yet possible, futures, balancing critical and utopian 
hope (goal). It suggests that constructive hope requires the reinforcement of trust in collective 
potential and external actors (pathway thinking), as well as students’ increased confidence in their own 
contribution and the articulation of their learning with practical and professional applications (agency 
thinking). The study further advocates for the acknowledgment of both negative and positive emotions 
raised by knowledge acquisition, and for the explicit teaching of the different coping strategies and 
their consequences on students’ well-being (emotional reinforcement).  

Finally, the implications of these outcomes for the academic context are discussed and made 
applicable through practical recommendations for educational methods and communication at 
multiple levels of university education (i.e. university, programme, teaching methods, students’ 
interactions). In turn, academic institutions should be empowered to better exploit the so-far-
neglected potential of hope as generative force fostering proactive engagement and increasing 
emotional stability among students, and thus develop their long-term ability to respond constructively 
to any major challenge they encounter. 
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Abbreviations and concepts 

 

RQ: research question 

N: number of interviewees who evoke the theme being discussed (in the appendices). 

 

 

Hope: “a goal-directed thinking, in which people appraise their capability to produce workable routes 

to goals, along with their potential to initiate and sustain movement via a pathway” (Snyder, 1989, p. 

143). 

Constructive hope: refers to a form of hope which fosters long-term, proactive engagement at the 

individual and collective level. 

Proactive engagement: involvement in individual (e.g. lifestyle choices, high-impact individual 

actions) and collective (e.g. political engagement, participation to social movements) actions which 

intends to contribute to climate change mitigation (see section 4.1.1 for further details). 

Inner transformation: refers to changes related to people’s inner dimensions, i.e. mindsets which are 

made of beliefs, values, worldviews, or paradigms and associated with cognitive and emotional 

capacities (Wamsler et al., 2020). I rely on the assumption that this personal sphere of 

transformation can open new pathways towards sustainability and potentially have high 

transformative impacts on our world. 

Young adults: adults between 18 and 30 years old. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The hope deficit of our times  

The news is not good. It seems that we are running out of time to address climate change, depicted as 

one of the most serious threats that humanity is facing on a global scale (Cook et al., 2013; IPCC, 2014). 

Other anthropogenic, environmental challenges put further pressure on our survival and the ability of 

the other living beings on this planet to subsist (Steffen et al., 2015). People are facing this terrifying 

vision of dystopian apocalypse with almost no faith in an alternative future (De Cock et al., 2019; Hicks, 

1998). The stress and worry generated by the communication on climate change and its impacts is 

connected with the rise of negative emotions (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000), such as anger (Bushman, 

2002), a sense of guilt (Skinner et al., 2003), and hopelessness (Connell et al., 1999; Eckersley, 1999). 

In fact, these emotions are not surprising since anxiety arises when faced with major threats of great 

danger paired with no effective or implementable solution (Costello et al., 2011). Climate change fulfils 

both conditions (Cook et al., 2013).   

Alarmingly, young adults appear particularly exposed to deficit of hope in the face of climate change 

(Ojala, 2015). Studies indicate that although they demonstrate a particular interest in and worry for 

the global future in the face of environmental problems (Dunlap et al., 2000; Holmberg & Weibull, 

2006; Lindén, 2004; Nord et al., 1998), they are not collectively engaged in global societal issues (Ellis, 

2004; Putnam & Putnam, 2000). Moreover, young adults demonstrate the largest gap between pro-

environmental attitude and actual behaviour in the private-sphere actions (Lindén, 2004 in Ojala, 

2007a). It is therefore not surprising that this age range has a propensity for negative emotions such 

as helplessness, despair, and anxiety in relation to global problems (for a literature review, see Hicks, 

1996; Hicks & Bord, 2001; Nordensvard, 2014; Norgaard, 2006; Rickinson, 2001; Rogers & Tough, 

1996). Pessimism and hopelessness among young adults are especially widespread and serious when 

it comes to global environmental problems (for a literature review, see Connell et al., 1999; Dean, 

2008; Eckersley, 1999; Fien et al., 2008; Hicks & Holden, 2007; Naval-Duran & Reparaz-Abaitua, 2008; 

Persson et al., 2011; Threadgold, 2012) and more specifically to climate change (Albert et al., 2011; 

Inglis, 2008; Tucci et al., 2007). Yet, hope among young adults is essential, given their critical role in 

modelling our mitigation and adaptation responses to climate change for the coming decades (Reser 

& Swim, 2011). Besides, contemporary young adults play a decisive role in decision-making as citizens 

and voters, and in practice as consumers and activists (UNEP, 1992). They represent key leverages in 

the societal deliberations about climate change and other global environmental problems (Ojala, 

2007b). 
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Among the generation of young adults, a sub-cluster of university students appears particularly 

vulnerable to the lack of hope, due to their regular exposure to sensitive information about the global 

state of the world and its future (Stevenson & Peterson, 2016). Indeed, students enrolled in 

programmes related to climate change and other major global environmental problems demonstrate 

an exceptionally-high level of worry in the face of climate change (Ojala, 2007b). Research has shown 

that education about global issues sometimes increases students’ negative emotions (Hicks & Bord, 

2001; Taber & Taylor, 2009). Yet, these students represent the major actors of change of the future. 

They are the forthcoming policy-makers, scientists, researchers, communicators, and educators of 

climate change (Johnson et al., 2009; Ojala, 2013a). In addition, the rising number of students enrolled 

in university programmes on sustainability science, climate change, and environmental studies 

(Vincent & Focht, 2011) indicates the growing importance of exploring hope among this category of 

young adults.  

1.2 What is hope? 

The concept of hope is incredibly complex, and there is no consensus on its nature and characteristics 

(Webb, 2007). The definition adopted in this thesis is that hope is “a goal-directed thinking, in which 

people appraise their capability to produce workable routes to goals, along with their potential to 

initiate and sustain movement via a pathway” (Snyder, 1989, p. 143). I expand on this particular 

definition and justify its relevance for the case of hope in the face of climate change in section 2.3. 

The academic literature recognises the coexistence of various components underlying the concept of 

hope. The cognitive and emotional components constitute the most acknowledged dimensions of 

hope (Lazarus, 2006), but they coexist in some theories with a behavioural dimension (Hornsey & 

Fielding, 2016; Ojala, 2015). In short, the cognitive component of hope enables the identification of 

certain desired goals, the conception of desirable futures, and the means to reach them (Bovens, 1999, 

p. 674 in Webb, 2007), whereas the emotional component represents the motivational force to act in 

the absence of certainty (McGeer, 2004; Snyder, 2000a). For its part, the behavioural dimension 

becomes apparent when hope is embodied through actions and concrete adaptations of behavioural 

patterns.  

Additionally, for the sake of exploring hope in the face of climate change and including views on hope 

from other disciplines (Ojala, 2016a), hope is also considered as a way of coping with negative 

emotions (Ojala, 2007b). Likewise, Lazarus (2006) describes hope as a positive emotion related to a 

cognitive appraisal pattern of wishing for and expecting a desired goal in the future to be realised, 

though without certitude, as well as a coping strategy to face negative states by hoping for a solution. 
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Finally, hope in the face of climate change also encompasses a collective dimension, since hope is 

based on a common vision of social change for the greater good of a larger group of people, or even 

humanity as a whole (Bar‐Tal, 2001; Braithwaite, 2004; Courville & Piper, 2004; McGeer, 2004; Ojala, 

2016) 

1.3 Why is hope needed? 

As Orr (2011) says, hope is an imperative in the face of global environmental challenges. Not only is 

hope essential for its positive psychological and behavioural contributions, but it is also an essential 

strategy for coping with despair and its indirect effects. Indeed, hope has the potential to mitigate 

hopelessness and regulates worry and anxiety in the face of climate change (Li & Monroe, 2019). By 

helping to mitigate negative emotions, it promotes awareness raising, knowledge learning (Ojala, 

2010),  and action competence developing (Ojala, 2012b), defined as the capacity to critically select 

and conduct actions aiming at responding to societal challenges (Jensen & Schnack, 1997). 

Furthermore, eco-despair and environmental grief are barriers to environmental engagement 

(Kevorkian, 2004). In the absence of hope, young people with a high interest in solving global justice 

problems are exposed to the damaging consequences of hopelessness on their well-being (Eckersley, 

1999; Fien et al., 2008; Fleer, 2002; Hicks, 1996; Kronlid, 2009).  

Moreover, hope can spark the awareness that the future is open and possible to shape (Bell & Olick, 

1989). It is precisely this openness of futures that makes us responsible for the actions and the non-

actions of today (Hamilton, 2009; Williams, 2004). Alternative pathways and desirable futures are 

currently not being discussed seriously or publicly, resulting in an increasing number of people 

experiencing hopelessness (De Cock et al., 2019). The intensification of possibilities could provide 

individuals with a sense of empowerment since they would perceive the potential to influence their 

future with other human beings (Debaise & Stengers, 2016). Parallelly, these windows would foster 

their sense of community, integrative attitude (Candy, 2010), searches for meaning in their human 

relationships (Jameson, 2005), and increased well-being (Ojala, 2013a).  

From a behavioural perspective, hope appears as an essential component in engaging individuals in 

solving global problems (Snyder & Folkman, 2000). At first glance, the stronger the feeling of hope in 

the face of climate change among young people, the more likely their goals’ achievement and the 

related positive outcomes because of their proactive engagement (Li & Monroe, 2019). Indeed, hope 

seems to promote pro-environmental behaviours (Hicks, 2014; Lueck, 2007) both in terms of lifestyle 

choices (Stevenson & Peterson, 2016) and political engagement (Ojala, 2015). More specifically, people 

feeling strong hope are more frequently actively committed to mitigating climate change (Lueck, 2007; 
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Ojala, 2007a, 2012a, 2012c; Stoll-Kleemann et al., 2001). Therefore, hope among young adults is 

indispensable to ensure their contribution to achieve a desirable future through participation in 

concrete actions and societal decisions (Ojala, 2007b).  

However, there are also empirical studies that relate hope to a weaker motivation for action (Hornsey 

& Fielding, 2016), a form of denial of the seriousness of climate change when combined with a low 

degree of worry  (Ojala, 2008), a wishful thinking replacing agency (McGeer, 2004) or an optimistic bias 

inhibiting sense of responsibility for pro-environmental actions (Gifford, 2011). These diverging 

opinions on the potential of hope for agency (Homburg et al., 2007; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Snyder et 

al., 2002; Stoll-Kleemann et al., 2001) emphasise the need for exploratory research on the various 

modes of hoping, and the characteristic of constructive hope which motivate an individual’s proactive 

engagement. As Anderson (2006, p. 733) underlines it: “Hope is easily identified and its quantitative 

presence or absence highlighted, but the taking-place of hope, its mode of operation, remains an 

aporia”.  

1.4 Aim of the study and research questions  

This thesis aims at increasing knowledge about the practice of constructive hope among proactive 

students and understanding how they maintain hope around climate change from the perspective of 

positive psychology (Bolier et al., 2013). More precisely, the purpose of this research study is to unleash 

the potential of hope when trying to strike a balance between informing academically students, 

building concern but avoiding hopelessness, while encouraging the translation of legitimate worry 

about climate change into proactive engagement (Stevenson & Peterson, 2016). In turn, educational 

methods in academic institutions could allow for communication on climate change and other major 

sustainability challenges, in such a way that they instil a form of constructive hope among their 

students, overcome despair, and foster action as a more productive response to concern.  

A sample of students enrolled in university programmes related to global environmental challenges 

and demonstrating outstanding proactive engagement is examined in this thesis to answer the 

following research questions: 

Overarching research question: What is the potential role of hope as a generative force for proactive 

engagement in the face of climate change? 
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• Sub-question 1: How do proactive students enrolled in university programmes related to 

global environmental challenges experience and reflect upon hope in the face of climate 

change? (RQ1) 

• Sub-question 2: What form of hope is fostering a proactive engagement among students 

enrolled in university programmes related to global environmental problems? (RQ2)  

• Sub-question 3: What are the implications of these findings for educational methods and 

academic communication in university programmes related to global environmental 

problems? (RQ3) 

At this point, it is important to specify that focusing research attention on climate change is necessary 

to formulate tangible research questions and relate to a concrete, well-known global environmental 

challenge during the data collection. However, the outcomes of this study are not limited to climate 

change. Indeed, the climate crisis is entangled with a myriad of global environmental and sustainability 

challenges, and it is neither the only nor the last threat humanity is facing. Hope is one of the potential 

leverages that could be used to promote constructive responses of human beings, and more 

specifically students, at an individual and collective level to any threat.  

1.5 Relevance for sustainability science  

Before going further, the relevance of a research study on hope for sustainability science must be 

clarified. Firstly, even though the vast majority of sustainability research focuses on the external world, 

the potential of individuals and their inner dimensions is progressively being recognised (Dhiman & 

Marques, 2016; Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2011; Frawley, 2005; Gidley, 2007; Inglis, 2008; 

Wamsler et al., 2018). It becomes acknowledged that a broader change towards sustainability in 

people’s mindsets represent a deep leverage point with high potential for transformative impact (for 

a literature review, see Daffara, 2011; Dhiman & Marques, 2016; Edwards, 2015; Esbjörn-Hargens & 

Zimmerman, 2011; Hamilton, 2009; Inayatullah, 2011; Koger, 2015; O’Brien & Hochachka, 2010; 

O’Brien & Selboe, 2015; Parodi & Tamm, 2018; Sandercock & Senbel, 2011; Wamsler, 2018; Wamsler 

et al., 2018; Woiwode, 2016). Therefore, approaching sustainability from the other end, by exploring 

how inner transformation could have an impact on global sustainability challenges, is an inherent part 

of the necessary exploratory research of our times (Wamsler et al., 2018; Wamsler, 2019). In addition, 

this research study is not limited to describing and increasing understanding about the phenomenon 

of constructive hope, but is complemented by action-oriented and prescriptive components (Wiek et 

al., 2011), since it provides concrete suggestions for academic institutions.  
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Secondly, hope in the face of climate change is a socio-ecological interaction in essence, grounded in 

different reinforcing mechanisms, which exemplify the complexity of the relations between humans 

and their environment (Head, 2012; Head & Stenseke, 2014). Indeed, the global issue of climate change 

is intertwined with the global patterns of production and consumption (Swim et al., 2009), and its 

complexity and severity lead to severe psychological impacts on human beings (Koger et al., 2011), 

their emotions and their feeling of hope (Connell et al., 1999; Eckersley, 1999; Hicks, 1996).  

Finally, the relevance of the promotion of constructive hope as a learning outcome within 

Sustainability Science programmes is unambiguous. Hope relates to one’s ability to deal with future 

dimensions (Hicks, 2014; Ojala, 2012b, 2017; Stevenson & Peterson, 2016; Wals, 2015), and is, 

therefore, an anticipatory emotion. Its development requires both inter-personnel skills (Ahmed, 

2010) and normative competences (e.g. ability to deal with ethical questions) (Ojala, 2017). These 

aptitudes represent key competencies in sustainability science (Wiek et al., 2011). Therefore, this 

research study has the potential to contribute to developing such learning outcomes among students 

in Sustainability Science programmes and other university programmes.  
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2. Theoretical background 

This section provides some theoretical perspectives on the potential of hope to translate negative 

emotions into proactive engagement, on the coexisting modes of hoping, and on the basis of Snyder’s 

theory of hope. These theories guided the data collection and results’ analysis, and are integrated into 

the overarching research process in Figure 2. 

2.1 Coping strategies: translating negative emotions into proactive engagement 

Coping can be understood as “cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or 

internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Different coping strategies coexist and modulate differently subjects’ 

responses to threats. The problem-focused coping strategy consists of addressing and trying to act 

upon the stressor or the driver of the negative emotions, whereas emotion-focused coping strategy 

aims at regulating or eradicating the negative emotions themselves (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In 

practice for climate change, problem-focused coping strategy involves research for information, 

creation of action plans, or involvement in constructive actions (Ojala, 2012b), inspired directly by 

concern (Stevenson & Peterson, 2016). On the other hand, emotions-focused coping strategies often 

imply disengaging from actions (Norgaard, 2006; Olausson, 2011; Stroebe et al., 2007), distancing 

oneself from or even denying the stressor (i.e. climate change), seeking emotional support from 

fellows close to one (Ojala, 2012b), or hyperactivating one’s negative emotions through rumination 

(Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000), guilt, shame (Skinner et al., 2003), and anger (Bushman, 2002). 

A third coping strategy complements the two previous ones and appears particularly adequate for the 

study of constructive hope (Park & Folkman, 1997). Meaning-focused coping strategies involve finding 

meaning and calling on values and beliefs in the face of difficulty (Ojala, 2012b). They are specially 

relevant for problems which are unsolvable in appearance (Folkman, 2008) and yet demand active 

involvement (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000), which is undoubtedly the case for climate change. 

Meaning-focused coping strategies relate to the activation of positive emotions, such as hope, which 

can motivate action and indirectly buffer negative emotions (Park & Folkman, 1997). Unlike an 

exclusive problem-focused coping strategy which often leads to uneasy feelings (Hicks, 2010; Ojala, 

2013a, 2016a), they recognise the negative emotions but consciously choose to focus on positive trend 

(Stevenson & Peterson, 2016), through re-appraisal of the problem in a more positive and manageable 

manner, and trust in different societal actors (Ojala, 2012b). Therefore, meaning-focused coping is not 



17 

 

about alleviating negative emotions, but rather acknowledging them while building resources and 

fostering a proactive stance towards the stressors (Greenglass & Letterman, 2002). 

In turn, people relying on a meaning-focused coping strategy are empowered in the face of difficulties, 

develop engaging responses, and learn how to cope proactively with the threat (Folkman, 2008). In 

the case of climate change, subjects report a sense of environmental efficacy, constructive 

engagement, and sense of well-being (Ojala, 2010, 2012b, 2012c). A meaning-focused coping strategy 

relying on the activation of hope could be what relates the closest to constructive coping (Ojala, 

2012b), representing a huge potential for social change and therefore the socio-environmental 

transformation of our world (O’Riordan & Timmerman, 2001). However, despite the abundance of 

academic research demonstrating the potential of hope to promote meaning-focused coping 

strategies, a gap remains concerning the nature, characteristics and transmission modalities of this 

form of constructive hope in the face of climate change. 

2.2 The different modes of hoping: Webb’s theoretical framework  

The number of definitions and theories of hope has exploded these last two decades across disciplines 

(Benzein & Saveman, 1998; Lopez et al., 2003). Even though each model claims the superiority of its 

perspective, hope remains a differentiated experience for individuals, influenced by social interactions, 

classes, and power relations (Webb, 2007). No theory can possibly capture simultaneously all the 

cognitive, behavioural, and emotional complexities of hope. Nevertheless, these different theoretical 

models should not be seen as competing, but rather as coexisting and complementary (Webb, 2007). 

Ultimately, I chose Webb’s theoretical framework because it presents five modes of hoping, which 

adequately convey the diversity in conceptualisations of hope. The framework is used to guide the 

choice of an appropriate theory in a second phase (see section 2.3). Furthermore, the framework’s 

consideration for both cognitive and behavioural implications of hope appears aligned with the 

overarching research question of this study.  

The first taxonomical distinction between various modes of hoping is based on the nature of the goal: 

undetermined and open-ended, or concrete and goal-directed. The objectives of goal-directed modes 

of hope are various, but commonly significant and future-oriented (Snyder, 2000a). Webb (2007) 

developed a second taxonomical categorisation, differentiating patient and critical hope, as well as 

estimative, resolute, and utopian hope. The characteristics of these modes of hoping are summarised, 

classified, and adapted for the case of climate change in Table 1.  



18 

 

Table 1. Adapted version of Webb’s (2007) theoretical framework of the various modes of hoping, interpreted, 

and developed by the author for the case of hope in the face of climate change.  

Taxonomical 

classification 

Modes of 

hoping 

Objective of hope Cognitive dimension of 

hope 

Behavioural dimension of 

hope 

Open-ended 

hope 

Patient 

hope 

Unrepresentable:  

The objective is 

generalised and open.  

No clear climate 

change mitigation 

goal. 

Secure trust:  

Basic trust in the goodness 

of life.  

Historical perspective upon 

the various crisis humanity 

has faced. 

Courageous patience:  

Trust in behavioural agency 

of others to mitigate climate 

change.  

Personal inactive attitude 

towards the climate crisis. 

Critical 

hope 

Negation of the 

negative:  

Goal based on a 

critical view of the 

contemporary 

environmental and 

societal situation. 

Passionate longing:  

Suffering and restless 

longing.  

Hyperactivation of negative 

emotions (e.g. rumination, 

self-blame for climate 

change). 

Social criticism:  

Compulsion to critically 

negate the conditions of our 

contemporary world.  

Agency directed towards 

understanding of the issue 

rather than concrete actions. 

Goal-directed 

hope 

Estimative 

hope 

Future-oriented and 

significant desire:  

Vision of a probable 

environmental future 

(dystopian future). 

Mental imaging and 

probability estimate:  

Hope towards a future of 

probable attainment.  

Realism with no 

transcendental function. 

Possible goal-directed 

action for more than fair 

gambles: 

Extremely limited agency for 

climate change mitigation in 

the face of discouraging 

prognostic. 

Utopian 

hope 

Shared utopian 

dreams: 

Idealised vision 

among a collective of 

people, strengthened 

by a deep sense of 

community. 

Mental imaging and 

cognitive resolve:  

Profound confidence in 

human beings to solve the 

climate crisis.  

Relate to a form of 

existential hope. 

Mutually efficacious social 

praxis:  

Commitment to social praxis.  

All humans become agents 

of their destiny.  

Collective agency relying on 

trust in others to contribute. 

Resolute 

hope 

Future-oriented and 

significant desire:  

Vision of a desirable, 

yet possible, 

environmental future.  

Topic of significance 

for the subject. 

Mental imaging and 

profound confidence:  

Resolve to set aside 

evidence-based beliefs of 

human inability to mitigate 

climate change.  

Positive re-appraisal of 

situation. 

Goal-directed action for less 

than fair gambles:  

Commitment for proactive 

engagement, personally 

transformative in terms of 

individual and collective 

behaviours.  

Strong individual agency 

thinking. 
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2.3 Snyder’s theory of hope 

2.3.1 Justification of choice of Snyder’s model  

Snyder’s theory of hope appears as a relevant theoretical lens to answer the research questions of this 

study for several reasons. Firstly, Webb (2007) has identified Snyder’s theory of hope as a form of 

resolute hope, characterised by a future-oriented desire and a strong behavioural dimension (i.e. goal-

directed actions), despite low expectation of goal’s attainment. I assume that this mode of hoping in 

the face of climate change is the most prevalent among proactive students enrolled in university 

programmes related to global environmental changes. This hypothesis is tested during the process of 

data collection (see question 4 and 5 in Table 2). Secondly, the clear articulation of the cognitive and 

behavioural dimension of hope in Snyder’s (2002) model appears especially relevant for exploring a 

form of hope leading to proactive behaviours. Thirdly, the acknowledgement of the motivational 

importance of emotions in Snyder's (2000a) model provides an opportunity to explore the emotional 

reinforcement of hope, to articulate it with other emotions, and to explore student’s self-reflection on 

their emotional processes. Furthermore, Snyder (2002, p. 253) describes hope as a learned thinking 

pattern and he argues that “people lack hope, therefore, because they were not taught to think in this 

manner”. By implication, hope is an inner dimension that must be cultivated as a learning rather than 

an inherent characteristic of individuals, and is, therefore, appropriate to investigate in the context of 

academic institutions. Finally, the choice of Snyder’s model of hope is supported by the fundamental 

character and stability of this theoretical model, which has already been successfully applied to global 

environmental challenges (Grund & Brock, 2019; Li & Monroe, 2019).  

2.3.2 Components of Snyder’s theory of hope  

Snyder (1989, p. 143) defines hope as “goal-directed thinking, in which people appraise their capability 

to produce workable routes to goals (pathways thinking), along with their potential to initiate and 

sustain movement via a pathway (agency thinking)”. The goals are essentially the anchors of hope 

(Snyder et al., 1997). They must be of sufficient value, long-term, future-oriented (Snyder, 2000a), and 

physically attainable, yet not necessarily probable (Averill et al., 2012; in Snyder et al., 2002). Pathway 

thinking refers to the ability of conceiving means to attain a certain goal, whereas agency thinking 

refers to the capability of executing these means (Li & Monroe, 2019; Snyder et al., 2002; Snyder, Irving 

& Anderson, 1991).  

The singularity and complexity of hope result from the entanglement of its cognitive and emotional 

components (Snyder et al., 2002). Indeed, the cognitive component of hope might enable one to 
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construct and act upon ways to reach desired goals (Snyder, 2000a), but the emotional dimension of 

hope is an essential motivational force to further reflect upon pathway and agency thinking, and 

implement action even without any certainty regarding the outcomes (Courville & Piper, 2004; 

McGeer, 2004; C. Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). On the other side, goal-pursuit cognitions cause emotions, 

resulting in a reinforcing relationship between cognitions and emotions (Snyder et al., 2002). In 

practice, positive emotions rise from the perception of success of a goal pursuit (Snyder, 1996), 

whereas negative emotions are the result of unsuccessful goal pursuits (Brunstein, 1993; Emmons, 

1986; Little, 1983; Omodei & Wearing, 1990; Ruehlman & Wolchik, 1988).  

2.3.3 Application of Snyder’s model of hopeful thinking for climate change 

Snyder’s model describes how these four components (i.e. goal, pathway thinking, agency thinking, 

emotional reinforcement) interact with each other to constitute an interrelated system of goal-

directed thinking, responding to feedback processes at different stages (Snyder et al., 2002) (see Figure 

1). In the first instance, the outcome value of the goal pursuit grows from continued mental attention 

to a hopeful environmental future and imagined outcomes of climate change mitigation (Snyder et al., 

2002). From a certain outcome value, cognitive thoughts of pathway (i.e. trust in societal actors, 

cognitive restructuring) (Ojala, 2012c, 2015) and agency (i.e. trust in one’s ability to contribute to 

climate change mitigation through individual and collective actions) iterate or sometimes cycle back in 

order to verify that the outcome is still of sufficient importance to justify continuing the process. If it 

is the case, the behaviour of the subject is modified in a way that contribute to reaching the desired 

goal.  

When a consequent step in the goal pursuit has been completed, positive emotions rise with one’s 

perception of their meaningful contribution. In turn, these generated success-derived emotions cycle 

back to strengthen the subject’s perceived pathway and agency capabilities, and the perception of the 

outcome value (Snyder et al., 2002). Conversely, negative emotions arise from thoughts of goal non-

attainment and reinforce the subject’s belief that there exists no adequate response to this global 

threat (lack of pathway thinking) and the subjects’ sense of helplessness (lack of agency thinking) 

(Stern, 2012; van Zomeren et al., 2010 in Stevenson & Peterson, 2016).  
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Figure 1. Schematic of feed-forward and feed-back functions involving agency and pathway goal-directed 
thoughts in Snyder’s theory of hope. The left to right broad lined arrows of the figure reflect the overall feed-
forward flow of hopeful goal-directed thinking (Snyder et al., 2002).   

2.4 Integration of multiple theories in the overarching research process  

 

Figure 2. Schematic integration of the coping strategies’ theory, Webb’s theoretical framework, and Snyder’s 
theory of hope (in blue) into the overarching research process on the potential role of hope as a generative force 
for proactive engagement in the face of climate change (in red), and the three research sub-questions (in orange). 
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3. Methods  

This thesis is grounded in existing theories about hope and further develops them. It leads to 

generalisable outcomes for the academic field in general. The research theory is explorative and 

explanatory to a minor extent. The overarching strategy of the research is comparative and embedded 

into a positivist philosophy of knowledge.  

3.1 Quantitative data collection  

Originally, the quantitative study aimed at drawing a correlation between hope and pro-environmental 

behaviours among students in university programmes related to global environmental problems. In 

the absence of any statistically-relevant correlations, it was used as a quantitative scoping and 

sampling study for qualitative research around constructive hope (see Figure 3). 

3.1.1 Context of the study and justification of sample  

My decision to sample students enrolled in university programmes related to global environmental 

problems, in Europe for ease of accessibility, is motivated by several factors. Firstly, the academic 

status of the respondents is a guarantee that their awareness about climate change is not a limiting 

factor. Indeed, since knowledge is an essential factor in predicting pro-environmental behaviours (Barr, 

2004; Meinhold & Malkus, 2005; Young et al., 2010), controlling the influence of this variable on agency 

simplifies the analysis of the role of hope in nurturing environmental engagement (Ojala, 2012c). 

Secondly, I deduce that students enrolled in such university programmes acknowledge the existence 

of climate change and are worried about it. In this way, I exclude from the sample the presence of a 

form of hope which is based on denial of the seriousness of climate change (Ojala, 2012b). Besides, 

due to their intense and daily exposure to knowledge about climate change, these students are 

particularly vulnerable to feelings of hopelessness, pessimism, existential anxiety, and chronic stress 

(Chiras, 2004, p.549). Finally, these young adults represent the future key actors of the transition 

towards a low-carbon society. It is therefore vital to ensure their long-term ability to create alternative 

visions of the future, to cooperate to enforce sustainability at multiple levels of society, and to adopt 

a proactive attitude towards climate change mitigation (Ojala, 2007b). 

3.1.2 Subjects and procedures  

The search for a statistical correlation between hope and pro-environmental behaviours was 

conducted as part of my final individual assignment for the course of “Sustainability and Inner 
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Transformation” (MESS53) at Lund University. It is therefore not formally part of this thesis, but it 

informed my research and guided the selection of the sample for qualitative data collection. To 

summarise, an online survey was used to quantify and evaluate the various levels and types of hope 

among students, and their degree of individual and collective environmental engagement. The survey 

was distributed through social media and email, and answers from 61 students in total were collected 

among three different Master’s programmes at Lund University, Sweden: “Environmental Studies and 

Sustainability Science” (39), “Disaster Risk Management and Climate Change Adaptation” (5), “Human 

Ecology: Culture, Power and Sustainability” (1), as well as from Climate-KIC alumni enrolled in various 

European university programmes related to global environmental challenges (16). Since the majority 

of the questions involved requested, multi-choice answers from respondents, the simplification of the 

answers to numerical values was a straightforward process. The aggregation of answers provided me 

with simplified performance indices of the level of hope, despair, individual pro-environmental actions, 

and collective pro-environmental actions.  

3.1.3 Data analysis 

The analysis of the data has not led to statistically relevant correlations between the indices of hope 

and pro-environmental behaviours, raising the issue of the various and coexisting modes of hoping, 

and the diverse characteristics of hope. The multifaceted and contested nature of hope justifies the 

need for qualitative data collection to understand the potential role of hope as a generative force for 

proactive engagement. Since the anonymous process of the quantitative data has generated a range 

of performance indices on individual and collective environmental engagement in the face of climate 

change, I used this quantitative study as a sampling study. Among the 39 respondents who have left 

their contact details in the survey, 20 candidates were selected because they demonstrated the highest 

performance index of proactive engagement, combining individual and collective components. The 

representatives of this reduced sample were contacted individually to ask them to take part to further 

qualitative data collection aiming at deepening the understanding of the nature and characteristics of 

hope. Participants were not told the reason of their selection for the interviews to limit the bias of 

their answers. 

3.2 Qualitative data collection  

The qualitative study represents an in-depth exploration of a distinctive share of the sample outlined 

above (Bernard, 2012), namely students demonstrating outstanding proactive attitude towards 

climate change mitigation.  
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3.2.1 Context of the study and justification of sample 

Proactive students are the most relevant subjects of investigation for answering the research question 

on hope as a generative force. On the one hand, they are not so young that their actions and lifestyle’s 

choices are constrained by their parents’ way of living (Dostie-Goulet, 2009; Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 

2009; Pancer et al., 2007), exclusively modulated by peers’ pressure (Göckeritz et al., 2010; Nolan et 

al., 2008), or embraced as a fashion trend (Ojala, 2008; Smetana & Metzger, 2005; Zaff et al., 2008). 

On the other hand, their status of students provides them a facilitated access to knowledge, 

consequent time flexibility and thus opportunities to engage, and a learning environment rich of 

human interactions. 

3.2.2 Subjects and procedures  

The format of semi-structured qualitative interviews was chosen to extract data relating to the 

experience, the cognitive characteristics, and the emotional motivational character of hope. 

Comprehensive interviews allow thorough exploration and understanding of a specific topic (Charmaz, 

2006). This method is useful for exploratory inquiry (Lofland & Lofland, 1995) and for in-depth 

elaboration around predetermined themes from existing theories (Ojala, 2007b). The flexible format 

of semi-structured interview is particularly adapted for sensitive subjects, since a few open-ended 

questions encourage unanticipated answers, shared experiences, and complementary ideas to emerge 

(Charmaz, 2006). These unexpected themes can directly be picked up and pursued if they are 

considered as relevant to answer the research questions and fill the conceptual gaps (Charmaz, 2006). 

Overall, 13 open-ended questions represented the core of the interview (see Table 2), inspired by 

Folkman’s theory of coping strategies, Webb’s theoretical framework, and Snyder’s theory of hope. 

They were preceded by a presentation of the terms of the interview and introductory questions, and 

followed by concluding questions (see Appendix A). I started by conducting a pilot interview on a 

student corresponding to the criteria of selection of the sample for qualitative data collection in terms 

of age, academic enrolment, and proactive engagement. Based on the answers and the feedbacks I 

received, I modified the wording of some questions, deleted a redundant question, and made the flow 

of the interview more consistent. The interviews were conducted with 13 young adults, 11 females 

and 2 males. To keep their identity anonymous, all the names mentioned in this study are fictional. 

However, a short academic profile of the interviewees is presented in Appendix B. All online interviews 

were conducted personally between 2nd March and 17th March 2020, and lasted approximately one 

hour each.  
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Table 2. Overview of the interview guide: 13 core questions and expected data extracted. 

Themes Questions RQ? Expected data extracted 

Emotions in 
the face of 
climate 
change 

1. What main emotions emerge in you 
when you think about climate change? 
How do they affect your physical and 
mental well-being? 

RQ1 Coping strategies theory: Do students perceive 
the emotional dimension of climate change? Is 
hope a recurrent emotion? Do these emotions 
affect students’ personal life? 

2. How do you see the potential of 
turning negative emotions in the face of 
climate change into something 
constructive? 

RQ1 Coping strategies theory: Do students perceive 
hope as a way to transform their worry into 
actions? Do they distinguish a form of 
constructive hope?  

3. How would you define hope in 
general? 

RQ1-
RQ2 

Webb’s framework: Do students reflect on hope 
and its components in an open way, and how? 

Hope: 
dimension of 
goal 

4. Can you describe what sort of future 
you feel hope for, in terms of society and 
environmental situation?  

RQ2 Webb’s framework: Test of hypothesis (first 
step). Necessary to navigate the theoretical 
framework. Is interviewees’ hope in the face of 
climate change open-ended or goal-directed?  

5. How likely is this future to occur to 
your understanding? 

RQ2 Webb’s framework: Test of hypothesis (second 
step). Distinction between estimative and 
resolute hope. Confirm choice Snyder’s theory? 

Hope: 
dimension of 
pathway 
thinking 

6. What does activate hope for you in the 
face of climate change? 

RQ2 Snyder’s theory: Open question about pathway 
thinking. What cognitive strategies of pathway 
thinking are common among interviewees? 

7. What actors or who do you have trust 
in to transform our world towards the 
vision you depicted previously? 

RQ2 Snyder’s theory: Explore trust in sources outside 
oneself (pathway thinking). What forms of trust 
are common among interviewees? 

Hope: 
dimension of 
agency 
thinking 

8. To what extent do you trust that you 
can have an influence on climate change 
mitigation? How do you feel about it? 

RQ2 Snyder’s theory: Agency thinking: explore forms 
of trust in one’s own ability to influence climate 
change mitigation. 

9. How do you imagine yourself being 
active in the face of climate change in 10 
years from now? 

RQ2 Snyder’s theory: Projection of agency. Extension 
of engagement from individual or collective 
actions to professional career? 

Hope: 
dimension of 
emotional 
reinforcement 

10. Could you tell me about your 
thoughts and emotions before and after 
you started to be proactive in the face of 
climate change? 

RQ2 Snyder’s theory: Emotional dimension of hope. 
Do emotions have a role to play in interviewees’ 
engagement, and how? Are interviewees aware 
of it? Is bidirectionality of hope apparent? 

11. Could you compare the emotional 
force of both hope and hopelessness? 

RQ2 Snyder’s theory: Emotional dimension of hope. 
Explore feedback loops as motivational force. 

Hope in 
academic 
environment 

12. If you compare with before starting 
your university programme, how has 
evolved your perception of hope in the 
face of climate change? Why? 

RQ3 Explore the academic influence on hope: does it 
decrease, increase, stabilise? Spot inadequacies 
in academic institutions concerning hope and 
perceived areas for improvements. 

13. If you had a recommendation for your 
university regarding hope in the face of 
climate change, what would it be, if any? 

RQ3 Practical recommendations according to current 
interviewees’ perception of educational 
methods and academic communication. 
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3.2.3 Data analysis 

In order to extract the data from the interviews, a protocol inspired from Grounded Theory was 

applied. Firstly, each audio-recorded interview was transcribed in its entirety. Then, the manual 

content analysis started. The transcripts were closely read and the segments of data were categorised 

by a process of initial coding, inspired by existing qualitative studies on hope among young adults (Li 

& Monroe, 2018; Ojala, 2007b). This thematic coding scheme based on existing analytical categories 

enabled the emergence of high-significance and high-frequency themes through an iterative process 

(Charmaz, 2006; Höijer, 1990). Thirdly, I conducted a theoretical sampling and sorting to refine the 

categories representing the overarching themes. I then attempted to allocate each paragraph of the 

interview transcripts into one of these groups. The data was double-coded by a second person when 

uncertainties occurred. Meanwhile, sub-themes started to emerge and sub-categories were created. 

During the next stage, the various paragraphs were isolated from the individual interview transcripts 

and merged under their respective themes and sub-themes. The properties, scope, and the 

relationships between these categories were made apparent and ordered in relation to each other 

under the visual representation of tables and diagrams. This allowed the preservation of the empirical 

realities and complexities while working towards an analytical integration of the themes into a theory 

(Clarke, 2003; Corbin, 1998; Strauss, 1987) 

3.3 Overview of the methods 

 

Figure 3. Schematic representation of the complementary quantitative and qualitative data analysis. The need 
for qualitative data deriving from limiting quantitative data analysis is apparent, as well as the way quantitative 
data collection is used in a second phase as a sampling study guiding the qualitative data collection. 
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4. Results and analysis 

In order to increase understanding on the potential role of hope as a generative force for proactive 

engagement, the qualitative data extracted from the interviews is classified under several themes. The 

major empirical findings are illustrated by direct quotes, compared to existing studies, discussed in 

regards to academic literature, and summarised in tables (see Tables 3, 4, 5). The classification is 

illustrated by several quotes in the appendices.  

Section 4.1 focuses on the phenomenological meaning of hope and describes how proactive students 

experience and reflect upon hope (RQ1), whereas section 4.2 investigates the behavioural component 

of hope, presenting material to understand what form of hope is fostering a proactive engagement 

among students (RQ2). Section 4.3 introduces the implications of participants’ responses to the first 

and second research sub-question for educational methods and academic communication (RQ3). 

Finally, additional findings are presented in section 4.4. 

4.1 Proactive students’ emotional experience and reflection upon hope in the face of climate 

change  

I start by investigating what proactive engagement means in the context of climate change to address 

the various dimensions of the first research sub-question. I then extract data concerning proactive 

students’ personal emotional experiences of the climate crisis, as well as the potential they see in 

turning some of the negative emotions into “something more constructive”. Finally, the last section 

explores general perceptions of hope of the participants.  

4.1.1 Proactive engagement 

Proactive engagement at the individual level  

Unsurprisingly, proactive students demonstrate a sharp awareness of the high-impact individual 

lifestyle choices representing the greater potential to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Wynes & 

Nicholas, 2017) and they behave coherently with this knowledge (see Appendix C). Throughout 

interviews, the main areas of individual environmental engagement are identified as transportation, 

diet, consumerism patterns, and professional contribution. 
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Proactive engagement at the collective level  

When it comes to engagement at a collective level, interviewees emphasise their participation in 

environmental social movements related to climate change (e.g. Fridays for Future, Extinction 

Rebellion), the continuous process of awareness raising, and involvement in various organisations 

playing a role in climate change mitigation (see Appendix D). Some interviewees also mention a form 

of engagement in the academic context (e.g. Master’s thesis, internship) and as democratic citizen (e.g. 

vote, petitions).  

Perception of personal proactive engagement 

This research study further investigates another dimension of proactive engagement, since it raises 

the question of the self-perception of the proactive attitude of participants themselves. Interviews 

indicate that half of the participants demonstrate a high degree of self-awareness and confidence in 

their personal proactive engagement (see Appendix E).  

“I think I managed to dedicate pretty much all of both my public and private life (…) towards a 

more sustainable future, as far as I can tell.” Gabrielle 

Some participants express mixed feelings, or acknowledge that they could enhance or complement 

their engagement. Only one respondent appears more doubtful about their active commitment to pro-

environmental behaviours. 

4.1.2 Personal emotional experience of climate change  

Various characteristics of emotions in the face of climate change 

Since hope is inherently entangled with a variety of positive and negative emotions, the following 

section aims at describing how students experience climate change emotionally (see Appendix F). 

Firstly, participants recognise the oscillatory nature of their feelings about climate change, an aspect 

which has previously been emphasised in research on environmental scientists (Head, 2016). Proactive 

students also identify the negative impacts of these emotions on their mental well-being, either 

directly or through peers, given the difficulty to compartmentalise acquired knowledge about climate 

change apart from their private life. Some participants even see the effects of these negative emotions 

upon their health. 
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“(…) it is challenging mentally to work on something that you think is very important and it is 

also difficult to not let that affect your day-to-day feelings. I think it's difficult to 

compartmentalise.” Camille 

Even more importantly, climate change is identified as an “emotional topic” by interviewees, who 

recognise the importance to consider the inner dimension of environmental challenges. Finally, 

interviewees underline the short-term effects of negative emotions, and refer to a conscious distancing 

process from overwhelming feelings. This latter relates to defensive emotion-focused coping strategies 

to handle the emotional impacts of climate change knowledge on the long-term (Head, 2016).  

Various emotions in the face of climate change 

When it comes to emotions triggered by climate change, interviewees mention a variety of negative 

emotions, in order of occurrence: anger, frustration, anxiety, disillusion, sadness, hopelessness, sense 

of responsibility, and sense of injustice (see Appendix G). On the other hand, a non-negligible part of 

participants evokes spontaneously hope. 

“I have to be hopeful and positive about it (climate change) because I don't know what else to 

do besides that.” Nancy 

Interestingly, many participants refer to contradictory emotions to depict their feelings about climate 

change, such as simultaneously hope and hopelessness, disillusion and sense of responsibility.  

4.1.3 The potential of translating these negative emotions into proactive engagement 

When asked to elaborate on the potential they could see in turning negative emotions into more 

constructive energy, interviewees’ most common answer appears to be hope (see Appendix H). In 

corroborating studies (Lueck, 2007; Ojala, 2007a, 2008, 2012a, 2012c; Stoll-Kleemann et al., 2001), 

students identify hope as a generative force for proactive engagement in themselves and others. 

Besides, they mention the willingness to escape emotional inconvenience by taking actions to explain 

their engagement. Some students underline how they see the potential of turning negative emotions 

into proactive actions through uplifting and relatable communication methods. Furthermore, some 

students see their active involvement as a logic consequence of their emotions. The potential of 

negative emotions in attesting the conviction and concern of proactive students when communicating 

with peers is also identifiable.  
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“(…) the things that I'm feeling about the climate change crisis, they give an indication of what 

kind of person I am, and then what kind of ability I have within this realm to use that for good.” 

Romane 

Some participants’ answers indicate that they identify negative emotions as inhibiting personal 

functioning and productive engagement, which appears aligned with some existing literature (Gifford, 

2011; Hornsey & Fielding, 2016; McGeer, 2004). However, only one interviewee underlines their 

inability to make constructive use of negative emotions. 

“It's a bit challenging to figure out how to channel those emotions (…). I think I'm still going 

through that process and trying to find ways to cope with these negative emotions and energy.” 

Phillip 

Lastly, one participant recognises a facilitated access to platforms and communities fostering the 

constructive use of negative emotions through their current academic context. Overall, interviewees 

largely recognise the potential of emotions in general to foster engagement (see Appendix I). 

“I feel like in general, in life, emotion is what is driving you to act.” Hannah 

4.1.4 Students’ perception of hope  

Finally, proactive students demonstrate their ability to reflect upon the nature of hope, its contextual 

character, its singularity, its potential for individual and collective transformation, its consequences on 

one’s identity and attitude, and its bidirectional character (see Appendix J). As mentioned above, 

interviewees identified hope as an essential factor to be promoted to develop agency among citizens. 

“I think, basically, the most important thing is to always generate hope and be trying to be 

hopeful. I think that's one of the key drivers that can bring about change.” Angela 

In addition to its importance for behavioural intention and action, interviewees recognise its 

implications for their learning process in the academic context. Some participants further demonstrate 

a sharp awareness of the distinction between a passive hopefulness based on denial of the seriousness 

of climate change or a recomforting mechanism taking away all sense of responsibility, and a form of 

embodied and constructive hope. This latter is depicted as a constant and active pursuit, unlike 

unrealistic optimism which is pointed as a hazardous loophole weakening individual and collective 

engagement. 
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“I put hope in specific things and I understand that hope is less of just this emptiness and almost 

naive optimism, and it's more of an active pursuit. And so, I can hope for things (…) that are 

not just (…) a way to appease the bad feelings. It's actually a functional and productive way 

forward.” Romane  

Interviewees also identify the concept of hope as having a singular connotation for each individual, 

justifying the complexity of its analysis and the need for individual considerations through qualitative 

data collection. The inability to reach an agreement concerning its nature and characteristics among 

scholars (for a review, see Benzein & Saveman, 1998; Lopez et al., 2003) further supports this idea. 

“I guess hope (…) so differently affects people, not only just because of who you are as a person, 

but also just in your own situation.” Gabrielle 

Moreover, hope is seen as contextual for many students, who consider their direct environment and 

community as determining factors for instilling or inhibiting hope in their lives. This context-dependent 

nature is particularly visible when it comes to the contemporary pandemic global situation. Finally, not 

only is hope identified as a driver for engagement, but, conversely, participants also perceived an 

active stance against climate change as nurturing hope. Consequently, the bidirectional causality 

between actions and constructive hope leads to a reinforcing process between these two factors. 

“(…) the more active and more proactive I became (…), it does give you a sense of purpose, 

which really resonated quite strongly with me when I was doing things where I felt like I was 

having an impact, things that I was involved in could be making a difference. It did make me 

feel I was in the right place, and it was a really warming feeling and a hopeful feeling.” Romane  
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4.1.5 Summary of findings for research sub-question 1 

Table 3. Summary of findings: Proactive students’ reflection and experience of hope in the face of climate change. 

Research sub-question 1: How do proactive students in university programmes related to global environmental 

problems experience and reflect on hope in the face of climate change? 

Hope in the 
face of climate 
change  

Categories 
of refection 
upon hope 

Sub-categories 
of reflection 
upon hope 

Summary of students’ experience and perception of hope 

As an emotion Of 
importance   

/ Highest occurrence of participants’ spontaneous mention 
among positive emotions in the face of climate change. 

Varying Over time  Oscillatory nature of hope, instability over time. 

Contextually  Increased complexity of hope due to the influence of 
environment and community. Instability deriving from 
dependence of hope on external elements.  

Hope in the face of climate change cannot be isolated from the 
wider environmental and societal situation (e.g. Corona virus).  

Depending on 
the hoper 

Complexity of the concept of hope due to its different meaning 
for individuals. Need for communication around hope for 
students to learn how to use it constructively individually.  

Impacting 
well-being 

/ Escape from reinforcing feedback loop of negative rumination 
(e.g. sense of guilt, anxiety). Appeasement of negative 
emotions. 

Linked to 
other 
emotions 

Negative 
emotions 

Need for hope to balance negative emotions and articulate 
them into something constructive. 

Positive 
emotions 

Need for hope in reason of its link to other personal positive 
emotions and its potential to nurture student’s well-being. 

As a potential 
to turn 
negative 
emotions (e.g. 
anxiety, anger) 
into a more 
constructive 
attitude for… 

Proactive 
engagement  

At individual 
level 

Awareness of role of hope in turning negative emotions into 
pro-environmental behaviours through individual engagement. 

At collective 
level  

Awareness of role of hope in turning negative emotions into 
pro-environmental behaviours through collective engagement. 

Bidirectionality 
of hope  

Actions leading to the reinforcement of hope in parallel to 
constructive hope fostering proactive engagement. 

Learning 
process 

/ Motivation for learning process for a future professional 
contribution, the spread of awareness, and knowledge.  

As a tool for 
communication 

In academic 
context   

/ Motivation for proactive engagement, reflection on 
professional contribution, and developing further students’ 
interest in the topic. 

For real-
world 
context  

/ Need for students to be skilled in communication with external 
environment to convince, influence, and motivate citizens 
through the spread of constructive hope. 

Different from 
naïve optimism  

/ / Need for constructive hope to be embodied and empowering, 
making the hoper functional and proactive.  
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4.2 Type of hope fostering proactive engagement among students in university programmes 

related to global environmental problems 

To identify the type of hope to be fostered among students to encourage them to adopt a proactive 

attitude, the content of the interviews is extracted under Webb’s theoretical framework and Snyder’s 

theory. Firstly, I find that students demonstrate a prominent use of resolute hope, validating the 

assumption made prior to designing the interview guide. Besides, the relevance of Snyder’s theory for 

this research study is further illustrated. Then, I dive into Snyder’s dimensions of hope, classifying 

participants’ answers under different themes illustrated with direct quotes, and discussing these 

empirical results in regards to existing academic studies and theories. 

4.2.1 Combining empirical data with Webb’s theoretical framework  

The coexistence of various modes of hoping is an expected result and is theoretically suggested by 

Webb (2007). However, it is important to underline the prominence of expression of resolute hope 

among participants (see Appendix K).  

“I would say it is very unlikely to happen, the way that I picture it, but I still think it's a very 

powerful tool to at least have something to strive for.” Angela 

This confirms the assumption made before conducting interviews. Indeed, interviewees 

predominantly demonstrate goal-oriented modes of hoping, and they consider the hopeful future they 

envision as a possible and desirable collective goal, yet unlikely to be reached (see Appendix L). 

“(…) even if there is a very small percentage of hope and likelihood, I put all my energy into it.” 

Nina 

Critical hope also appears particularly present, whereas patient and estimative hope seldomly reflect 

in interviewees’ answers. Utopian hope is harder to identify with certainty, since most interviewees 

express major contradictions concerning their profound confidence in human beings to construct a 

new way of living as agents of their destiny (Webb, 2007). Some participants also shed light upon a 

more existential form of hope. 

“(…) ultimately, in the end, it's going to be okay. I guess that's what hope is to me.” Nancy 
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4.2.2 Combining empirical data with Snyder’s theory 

The data collected is further analysed through the four entangled components of Snyder’s theory of 

hope, namely goal, pathway thinking, agency thinking, and emotional reinforcement. 

Goal 

Even though some references to open-ended hope occur, most participants demonstrate their ability 

to depict a desirable future through a visioning exercise (see question 4 in Table 2). 

“I don’t know exactly what this future is like but (…) the process is very important for me.” Nina 

Interestingly, most participants relate more easily to envisioned goals that are limited to a local scale 

(e.g. one city, community, country, continent) than on a worldwide scale. In general, the most 

commonly expressed desirable vision is a form of future unthreatened by environmental problems, 

free of global injustices, with a larger focus on human values (e.g. justice, equality, democracy, 

freedom, compassion, embracement of complexity, harmony with nature) than on material concerns.  

Pathway thinking 

When indirectly asked about pathway thinking, participants fall back on two different meaning-

focused coping strategies to conceive means to reach their desired future (see Appendix M). The first 

one is more seldomly mentioned and consists of a cognitive restructuring of the situation. Empirically, 

three sub-themes align with this strategy: a positive re-appraisal (e.g. “process matters more than the 

end”, shift in perspective), the emphasis of the beauty of the environment as a source of inspiration, 

and the persistence of uncertainties concerning the future. 

“(…) to switch and to reframe the situation, show the more positive sides and show reasons 

why we can be hopeful.” Angela  

Secondly, participants relate to actors of society that they have trust in to generate pathways towards 

their desired future. No less then eleven sub-themes are identified for this second strategy. Most 

importantly, all participants refer to some form of trust in collective potential of human beings. 

Similarly, social movements represent a frequently identified pathway to a desired future. Most 

interviewees mention mitigated trust or lack of trust in political actors. Trust in science also appears 

controversial in regards to technological field, expected neutrality of science, and scientists’ ivory 

tower. 
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“I've trust in science very much, but I do not trust in science being carried over.” Gabrielle 

The role and responsibility of academia is generally recognised and valued in this research study. 

Participants demonstrate various levels of trust in young generations, and recognise the raising 

awareness of these last years, even if they express doubts concerning the translation of this awareness 

into actions. A huge scepticism surrounds business actors, whereas the potential of environmental 

organisations appears solidly grounded. Interestingly, some interviewees refer to a more basic trust in 

humanity at large in consideration to its history, the ingenuity of human beings, and their inherent 

goodness. 

“(…) seeing the diversity and the creativity of people in the face of all these challenges is 

definitely something that gives me hope.” Romane 

Finally, trust in some individual figures and the potential of art are sporadically evoked. Most of the 

actors mentioned as themes for pathway thinking in this study are covered in existing research studies 

concerning hope and young people (Eigner, 2001; Marlon et al., 2019; Ojala, 2007b; Pettersson, 2014).  

Nevertheless, some demonstrations of lack of pathway thinking are also apparent among the 

participants, who sometimes struggle to identify pathways leading to their envisioned goal. Indeed, 

interviewees’ answers contain consequent contradictions concerning identified workable routes to 

desired future.  

“I think to some extent, I know what I would like it to be, but at the same time there are just 

more abstract (aspects such as) the way that we arrive to (…) that society with such 

characteristics.” Nina 

Agency thinking 

When it comes to agency thinking (i.e. the belief of oneself to contribute to climate change mitigation), 

6 sub-themes are identified and the importance of a sense of agency is widely recognised (see 

Appendix N). 

“(…) people can feel that (…) they can do something, so they have more control over the issue, 

because I think ultimately (…) people get that anxiety over it (climate change) because they 

lack control over the issue.” Nancy 

Indeed, defensive and unproductive coping strategies usually derive from a lack of control and agency 

thinking (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Ojala, 2013a; Stern, 2012). Interestingly, all participants mention 
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trust in one’s own ability to contribute to climate change mitigation through professional engagement, 

even though various degrees of self-confidence are expressed. 

“I do think I can make a difference also by choices in how I consume (…) but compared to the 

effects that I can have through my work, I don't think they are that big.” Christian 

Furthermore, the majority of participants express trust in their own ability to contribute to climate 

change mitigation through collective actions and by influencing other people (e.g. private network, 

inspiration for people, awareness raising).  

“It is very vulnerable to do it as an individual and therefore, we need to be a collective 

movement.” Sylvia 

On the other hand, participants demonstrate various levels of trust in their ability to contribute to 

climate change mitigation through individual actions. As identified by Ojala (2007b), trust in the long-

run efficiency of everyday actions is complex since it requires the ability to shift perspectives from the 

global level of the threat to the local level of mundane everyday actions and lifestyles’ choices. 

Moreover, this form of agency thinking has double-edged impacts on the emotional balance of 

students, since it contributes to buffer their sense of hopelessness and meaningless, but it might 

increase their sense of guilt about not being as proactive as they could be (Ojala, 2007a).  

Finally, a few participants emphasise the importance of the continuous pursuit of knowledge they feel 

responsible for as agents and their contribution to the creation of a new social norm. Nonetheless, the 

fragility of agency thinking pervade in most interviews, since participants express major doubts and 

discouragements concerning their personal impacts and the inevitable structural constraints they face. 

However, even when lacking agency thinking, interviewees can reflect upon the benefits of increased 

confidence in their personal agency. 

“(…) I think my influence would benefit from me also just being more confident in my own ability 

to communicate and work on issues (…). The fear of not being good enough has held me back 

from doing work that might be very useful.”  Camille 

Lastly, interviewees contrast their sense of agency on a local and global level, and appear overall more 

confident in their potential in local initiatives.  
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Emotional reinforcement 

The role of emotions in fostering actions is widely recognised by proactive students (see Appendix O).  

“(…) they (my emotions) have definitely been a strong driver in the whole journey that I've had 

through understanding climate change and working about it.” Romane 

Participants point different factors influencing their emotions in relation to action, such as peers’ 

influence and media communication. They also extensively refer to teachers’ influence and the impact 

of knowledge acquisition, which appear especially relevant for a study aiming at providing 

recommendations to academic institutions. The comparison of positive and negative emotions as 

reinforcing or weakening force for proactive engagement is another key aspect. The rise of failure-

derived negative emotions is perceived as the result of a lack of pathways and agency capabilities, but 

also as linked to goal-setting. 

“So, one needs to be very careful on how one sets one’s goal (…), so the goals are not too 

unrealistic. Because then, you won't reach them and you will feel hopelessness.” Sylvia 

When asked to elaborate on the potential of negative and positive emotions in reinforcing goal-

directed behaviours, participants present a variety of opinions (see Appendix P). The most common 

perspective is the recognition of positive emotions as a prominent motivational force to continue their 

proactive engagement. 

“It was actually mostly the positive emotions and the positive experiences that I made that 

made me want to continue and even to become more proactive.” Angela 

Indeed, positive emotions rising from one’s contribution to climate change mitigation buffer excessive 

and unproductive feelings of guilt, making it possible for these young adults to maintain their proactive 

engagement despite imperfection (Ojala, 2007a). However, some interviewees underline the 

inevitability and potential of a combination between positive and negative emotions. 

“I think you need both in a way. I think you need the anger or the negative emotions as the 

engine starter and the positivity is the thing that makes the car move.” Livia 

Negative emotions are mostly evoked to underline the difficulty in escaping the paralysing and 

reinforcing loop of painful emotions, which appears consistent with existing literature (Stevenson & 

Peterson, 2016; Stoknes, 2015). 
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“(…) sometimes I just have to ride through that helplessness and just feel it and let it soak in for 

a bit (…). I can try to pull myself out of a hopelessness and try to give myself hope, but then it 

just feels disingenuous and makes me feel a bit more helpless.” Romane 

Reversely, one participant underlines the potential of negative emotions such as guilt and anger to 

reinforce one’s engagement, confirming the motivational potential of negative emotions (Head, 2016).  

More specifically, when asked about their feelings when they can see their proactive engagement 

contributing to goal attainment, interviewees shed light upon the different positive emotional 

reinforcing loops, through a sense of empowerment, a sense of meaning, and a sense of usefulness 

(see Appendix Q). These all relate to the reinforcement of agency thoughts (Snyder et al., 2002). 

“Even if it does come with these heavier emotions and feelings, at least it feels a little bit more 

deliberate and intentional, the way that we live.” Romane 

One participant also mentions a strengthened interest for the goal attainment, relating to the outcome 

value (Snyder et al., 2002). Finally, a sense of relief resulting from actions is evoked.  

On the other hand, most participants spontaneously mention loops of negative emotions, often 

through a sense of worthlessness of their personal contribution, disempowerment in regards to the 

global situation, and distrust of potential solutions. Furthermore, the necessity to acknowledge and 

accept these negative emotions is emphasised. The profound understanding of one’s hopelessness 

might actually be a prerequisite to figure out more constructive ways to address painful emotions or 

reframe one’s engagement. 

“I think you also can't escape that: Yes, there are negative emotions and it's okay.” Camille 

Interestingly, only one interviewee does not consider emotions resulting from goal attainment or non-

attainment as playing any role in their proactive engagement, even though this person recognises that 

it is the case for most people.  
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4.2.3 Summary of findings for research sub-question 2 

Table 4. Summary of findings: type of hope fostering proactive engagement among students in university 

programmes related to global environmental problems? 

Research sub-question 2: What form of hope is fostering a proactive engagement among students in university 

programmes related to global environmental problems? 

Theoretical 
model  

Categories  Sub-
categories 

Findings among proactive students  

Webb’s 
theoretical 
framework 

Goal-directed 
hope 

Resolute 
hope 

Most common mode of hoping: proactive attitude in the absence 
of faith in the probability of occurrence of the future they feel 
hope for.  

Utopian 
hope 

Common mode of hoping inspiring students and promoting a sense 
of community. Importance of transcending the probable scenarios.  

Open-ended 
hope 

Critical hope Common mode of hoping, deriving from the academic context. 
University programme leading to exacerbated criticism of the 
contemporary environmental and societal situation. 

Snyder’s 
theory of 
hope  

Goal-setting / Prominent goal-directed hope, visioning easier at local scale and 
used as a tool to picture something to strive for. 

Coexistence with some forms of open-ended hope 

Pathway 
thinking  

Cognitive 
restructuring  

Positive re-appraisal of the situation as a meaning-focused coping 
strategy to avoid paralysing effect of anxiety. 

Force to be proactive found in internal resources (e.g. motivation 
by the beauty of our environment, remaining uncertainties). 

Trust in 
sources 
outside 
oneself  

Pronounced trust in collective potential of human beings (e.g. 
social movements, rise of awareness, humanity). 

Mixed levels of trust in academia and science. 

Extreme and mixed levels of trust in political actors. 

Agency 
thinking: Trust 
in one’s own 
ability to 
contribute to 
climate 
change 
mitigation … 

… through 
individual 
actions 

Pronounced trust in a future professional engagement. 

Mitigated trust in contribution through individual actions.  

… through 
collective 
actions 

Pronounced faith in their contribution as part of collective actions 
(e.g. social movement, citizenship) 

Pronounced trust in their ability to influence and inspire people 
they have direct contact with.  

Trust in contribution as information-holder and actors of a new 
social norms. 

Emotional 
reinforcement 

/ Motivational force deriving from positive emotions or from 
negative emotions combined with positive emotions.  

Additional positive and empowering emotions deriving from the 
perception of goal attainment and agency thinking, contributing to 
well-being (reinforcing feedback loop). 

Importance of acknowledging the emotional reinforcement of 
hope, and its influence by external and internal factors. 
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4.3 Hope in the academic context: implications for educational methods  

4.3.1 Identified academic inadequacies in fostering hope among students  

Proactive students point various inadequacies in the promotion of hope in the academic context, and 

more specifically in university education (see Appendix R). Some interviewees explicitly depict a lack 

of hope resulting from their enrolment in university programmes related to global environmental 

problems. 

“After I joined the Master’s programme (…) I would say it got harder to be hopeful in the rest 

of the world (…).” Clara  

The factors linked to academic inabilities to instil or maintain hope identified by students are classified 

under 4 levels: the structural level of university, the programme itself, the teaching methods, and the 

students’ interactions.  

Two sub-themes at the scope of the university structure are identified: the limited inclusiveness of 

sustainability in other university’s programmes and the lack of space to express emotions in the 

academic context. Students enrolled in programmes related to global environmental challenges have 

difficulties to maintain hope since they feel that their own environment is not representative of most 

academic degrees and the external world. Interviewees also point the lack of structural initiatives to 

provide a space welcoming the expression of feelings triggered by knowledge acquisition, resulting in 

an exclusive reliance on peers for emotional expressiveness. 

“(…) with my peers, we maybe self-organise in talking about how we feel (…). We often have 

sessions where we just express our feelings and emotions, and we just speculate on how to 

support our friends in dealing with the emotions.” Phillip  

When it comes to the programme itself, some interviewees shed light upon the lack of education on 

how to personally deal with emotions and stabilise the oscillating levels of hope over time.  

“We don’t have the capabilities to know how to deal with anxiety, and I think that there are 

some personal skills that we have to learn and (…) it is definitely missing from our (Master 

programme) (…).” Nina 

Some of them also feel deprived of communication skills to handle discussions and interactions with 

people outside their field of study, and express how depressing and stressful these can be. 
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The third level of potential intervention concerns teaching methods, and is exemplified by the missing 

articulation between knowledge and practical actions, the inability to develop visioning skills of 

alternative futures, and the lack of emphasis of the role of inner dimensions for climate change 

mitigation. The missing link between knowledge and action is stressed and identified as an obstacle to 

concrete pathway thinking and personal sense of agency upon an issue. 

“(…) being more hands on, practical during the programme could bring more hope as well.” 

Hannah  

Furthermore, interviewees expressed troubles to depict the type of future they feel hope for, revealing 

the need for further development of goal-setting and projection capabilities during the lectures. Lastly, 

a few participants express the lack of inclusiveness of inner dimensions in their courses, such as the 

role of emotions. 

Finally, academic inadequacies concerning hope at the level of students’ interactions are evoked under 

three sub-themes: the difficulty to provide support to peers expressing hopelessness, the lack of ability 

to face ethical dilemmas at a personal level, and the neglect of students concerning their own well-

being. Indeed, interviewees strongly underline their sense of disempowerment in the face of others’ 

hopelessness, and how this additional pressure and anxiety inhibit their own hope.  

“I am not affected that much, but I am affected by my friends that are experiencing anxiety, and 

I have no idea on how to deal with it (…).” Nina 

Ethical dilemmas are often mentioned in relation to a prominent sense of guilt resulting from 

contradictions between one’s behaviours and one’s knowledge and values. Indeed, empirical studies 

illustrate the difficulty for students to balance their responsibility for society at large and their own 

needs through inner dialogue (Ojala, 2007b). 

“So, I try to be aware of that in my daily life, but I also try to balance that with not feeling guilty 

for everything I do, because I think that's actually harmful and not very sustainable for myself, 

emotionally.” Hannah 

Lastly, almost all interviewees touched upon the necessity to take care of oneself and to balance one’s 

mental and physical health with their engagement.  
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4.3.2 Academic promotion of agency thinking among students: sense of empowerment  

When asked about an envisioned sense of empowerment at the end of their university programme, 

proactive students provide heterogenous responses (see Appendix S). They range from a pronounced 

expected sense of empowerment to a more mitigated anticipated empowerment due to the 

confrontation with external professional world. The importance to develop action competence and a 

sense of empowerment among young adults in the academic context has already been demonstrated 

(Fien et al., 2008; Mogensen & Schnack, 2010) and indicates the need for measures aiming at 

empowering students during their university education.  

4.3.3 Areas of improvement to instil hope in academic context. 

All proactive students appear capable of identifying potential leverage points in academic institutions 

to nurture constructive hope among students. A few of them mention the importance and 

responsibility of university institutions in bringing about this form of hope. 

“I think it is important, in academic realms to have and instil hope. And I think it just really 

has to be a constructive hope (…).” Romane  

All but one participant appear confident in the potential of university education to improve the 

promotion of constructive hope among young adults, and two of them underlined that they have 

already taken steps to communicate recommendations linked to hope to university administration.  

Students’ recommendations are classified under the four above-mentioned levels of interventions in 

university institutions: the structural level of the university, the programme itself, the teaching 

methods level, and the students’ level (see Appendix T). The most promising ideas are presented in 

Table 5, and discussed in section 5.2.  

Interestingly, one interviewee emphasises the need for reconsidering our approach to hope and 

emotions in the face of climate change in the educational system as a whole, as supported by existing 

literature (Holden, 2006; Liarakou et al, 2011; Snyder, 2000b). 

“(…) I would implement it even in lower education, like in (elementary and secondary schools), 

I would put education on emotions, like classes on emotions (…).” Livia 
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4.3.4 Summary of findings for research sub-question 3 

Table 5. Summary of findings: Hope in the academic context: implications for educational methods 

Research sub-question 3: What are the implications of these findings for educational methods and academic 

communication in university programmes related to global environmental problems? 

Level of 

implication 

Recommendations in terms of 

academic hope promotion 

Consequence: nurturing constructive hope among university 

students through … 

Structural 

level of 

university 

Alignment with students’ 

values 

Reinforcement of trust in external actors (e.g. academia) 

(pathway thinking). 

Research upon the 

phenomenon of climate 

anxiety among students 

Explicit communication of emotional dimension of knowledge. 

Acknowledgement of the potential of negative emotions to be 

turned into constructive attitude.  

Teaching programme about 

emotions in the face of 

climate change 

Explicit communication of emotional dimension of knowledge. 

Pathway thinking: promotion of trust in external actors (e.g. 

academia, other sectors of society) (pathway thinking). 

University 

programme 

level 

Development of interactions 

with other university 

programmes and external 

actors 

Promotion of trust in external actors (pathway thinking). 

Inclusiveness of other programmes in collective agency (agency 

thinking). 

Balance of the critical 

perspective with the 

celebration of successful cases  

Balance of prominence of critical hope among students (goal). 

Cognitive meaning-focused coping strategies such as positive re-

appraisal (pathway thinking). 

Articulation of theoretical 

learning with practical 

implications  

Reinforcement of students’ trust in their ability to contribute to 

climate change mitigation through professional engagement and 

collective actions (agency thinking). 

Additional module teaching 

students how to deal with 

their emotions 

Explicit communication of emotional dimension of knowledge. 

Acknowledgement of the potential of negative emotions to be 

turned into constructive attitude. 

Internal structure to deal with 

students’ climate anxiety  

Explicit communication of emotional dimension of knowledge 

and acknowledgement of its impacts on students’ private life. 

Content of the courses Encouragement of students to reflect upon and discuss 

collectively what they strive for (inspiration from utopian and 

critical hope) (goal). 

Teaching of the various ways to reach this future and provide 

students with some forms of trust in external actors (pathway 

thinking). 

Promotion of students’ trust in their own ability to contribute to 

climate change mitigation (e.g. professional engagement, 
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collective and individual actions, awareness spreading) (agency 

thinking).  

Link of the content of the 

course with potential 

professional contributions 

Promotion of students’ trust in their own ability to contribute to 

climate change mitigation through professional engagement 

(agency thinking). 

Teaching 

methods 

level 

Provided space for expression 

of emotions in class 

Explicit communication of emotional dimension of knowledge. 

Acknowledgement of the potential of negative emotions to be 

turned into constructive attitude. 

Interactions between teachers 

and students 

Facilitation of communication around knowledge, emotions and 

provide more opportunities for students to clarify their pathway 

and agency thinking.  

Reinforcement of trust in external actors (e.g. academia, science) 

(pathway thinking). 

Personal engagement of 

teachers into individual and 

collective actions  

Reinforcement of trust in external actors (e.g. academia, science) 

(pathway thinking). 

Students’ 

interactions 

level 

Reinforcement of the 

community spirit and 

encouragement for students’ 

emotional expression 

Reinforcement of students’ trust in collective potential of human 

beings (pathway thinking). 

Reinforcement of student’s trust in students’ ability to contribute 

to climate change mitigation through collective actions (agency 

thinking). 

Consideration for peer-to-peer 

influence among students  

Recognition of complexity of emotional reinforcement of hope.  

Acknowledgement of emotions in the face of climate change and 

their contagious nature among a group of young adults.  

Acknowledgement of negative 

emotions and balance with 

students’ personal well-being 

Explicit communication of emotional dimension of knowledge. 

Acknowledgement of the potential of negative emotions to be 

turned into constructive attitude.  

Encouragement for students’ 

personal proactive 

engagement  

Reinforcement of students’ trust in their own ability to contribute 

to climate change mitigation through collective actions, 

individual actions and its influence, and spread of awareness 

(agency thinking). 
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4.4. Additional findings  

Some recurrent and not intended patterns appear throughout interviews and are worth being 

mentioned. Firstly, participants consistently emphasise how they perceive climate change as entangled 

with other environmental challenges and embedded into a wider societal context, which complexify 

their perception of hope. 

“(…) most environmental crisis that we have, they are so much social, (…) so it is not just about 

climate and environment, it is about how society responds to those.” Nina  

Secondly, interviewees demonstrate a certain realism and critical perspective towards the future, and 

are not embedded into a form of naïve optimism, consistently with their level of awareness and 

academic experience. They further emphasise that the promotion of hope in university context should 

in no case alter the teaching of critical knowledge. 

“(…) I also feel that sometimes being super critical (…) made me feel hopeless. But if that's the 

reality of the world we live in, then that's also something we cannot deny.” Hannah 

Lastly, many interviewees identify the start of their university education with their increasing 

awareness and their consequent proactive response, even if no consistent patterns can be extracted. 

Indeed, the fact that participants are exceptionally diverse in terms of academic backgrounds and 

contexts of living, and the gradual nature of the process of engagement further complicate the 

identification of the beginning of their proactive engagement.  
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5. Discussion 

The following section discusses the major outcomes of the results’ analysis and its implications. It 

further develops the answers to the three research sub-questions, with a special attention devoted to 

the second and third research sub-question, and contextualises the findings into existing academic 

literature. 

5.1 Proactive students and their twofold experience of hope in the face of climate change 

5.1.1 Hope as part of an emotional process  

My findings suggest that proactive students appear outstandingly conscious of the negative emotions 

rising from climate change knowledge acquisition, and consider them as a potential prerequisite for 

individual and collective involvement in climate change actions, which is in line with existing research 

(Alhakami & Slovic, 1994; Lazo et al., 2000; Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014; Stevenson et al., 2014; Sundblad 

et al., 2007; Tobler et al., 2012). They recognise how the unavoidable discomfort resulting from painful 

emotions is contributing to breaking the routines that regulate the individual and collective behaviours 

(Marcus, 2002; Marcus et al., 2000). Interviewees identify how negative emotions make them inclined 

to further develop their knowledge, corroborating existing studies (Valentino et al., 2008; Verplanken 

& Roy, 2013; Yang & Kahlor, 2013) as well as to deliberate over alternative behaviours and lifestyles, 

as suggested by Amsler (2011) and Zembylas (2015). Yet, positive emotions and hope in particular are 

perceived as absolute necessities, and positive re-appraisal almost as a survival strategy to be nurtured 

in parallel. This not only indicates the value of hope to foster meaning-focused coping strategies among 

students, but it also emphasises the importance of explicit communication about the potential of 

combining emotions to cope constructively with knowledge on sensitive subjects.  

More specifically, proactive students perceive hope as essential to support individual emotionally-

sustainable responses during the process of knowledge acquisition. Indeed, hope buffers the 

detrimental consequences of worry upon psychological and physical well-being (Billings et al., 2000; 

Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998; Pettit, 2004; Smart Richman et al., 2005). Students explicitly recognise 

the importance of hope, but also the difficulty of cultivating it with stability, given the various internal 

(e.g. other emotions) and external influencing factors (e.g. media, peers, context, knowledge), 

confirming Gillham and Reivich’s findings (2004). Furthermore, proactive students appear aware of the 

distinction between naïve optimism and hope. They are able to dismiss a blind belief in a positive 

outcome to rely instead on the belief in the potentiality of a desired outcome, imbued with anxiety 

about the simultaneous possibility for an undesired outcome (Lazarus, 1999). Therefore, one might 
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argue that providing students the opportunities and the tools to understand and discuss collectively 

their emotional processes and inner transformation is vital to promote constructive hope in the long-

term. 

5.1.2 Hope as a path to action … and conversely   

This study primarily confirms the promising potential of hope to facilitate proactive meaning-focused 

coping strategies in the face of climate change, and to lead to both individual and collective 

environmental engagement, supporting existing literature (Hicks, 2014; Li & Monroe, 2019; Lueck, 

2007; Ojala, 2007b: 2015; Stevenson & Peterson, 2016). However, my findings further suggest that 

awareness of the potential of hope to turn negative emotions into constructive energy (e.g. motivation 

for learning process, proactive engagement) is important for students to sustain constructive hope. 

Therefore, explicitly fostering proactive attitude towards climate change mitigation might be required 

to educate students to a form of constructive hope (see section 5.2.1), consistently with the literature 

(Head, 2016; Ojala, 2007a).  

However, this study also reveals students’ awareness of the bidirectional causality between hope and 

proactive engagement, since taking part in active contribution to climate change mitigation nurtures 

hope in a mutually reinforcing process. This reverse relationship between hope and action supports 

Ojala's (2007b) outcomes on how pro-environmental behaviours strengthen hope concerning global 

environmental problems among young proactive adults. Moreover, the idea that pro-environmental 

engagement leads itself to a form of embodied hope is embraced by several authors (De Cock et al., 

2019; Gough, 2002; Macy & Johnstone, 2012; O’Brien, 2018; Ojala, 2012a, 2012b). Mangabeira Unger 

highlights that “it is a common mistake to suppose that hope is the cause of action. Hope is the 

consequence of action: you act, and then, as a result, you begin to hope” (Rippberger, 2013). 

Besides, my findings build on Ojala’s (2007a) study on proactive engagement providing a form of 

appeasement to students, who then live in accordance with their conscience. Interviewees’ 

engagement lead to the activation of positive emotions, such as a sense of empowerment, a sense of 

usefulness, and a sense of meaning. These findings are consistent with existing theories claiming that 

engaging towards a goal that transcends oneself results in positive emotions (Kerret et al., 2016), and 

more specifically a sense of existential meaning and purpose (Baumeister & Vohs, 2001; Damon et al., 

2003 in Ojala, 2007a). Therefore, proactive engagement appears to also lead to personal positive 

outcomes for one self. Promoting students’ awareness of the bidirectional character of hope and the 

inner benefits of personal engagement could provide additional incentives to adopt a proactive 

attitude towards sustainability challenges in general.  



48 

 

5.2 The characteristics of a form of hope fostering proactive engagement among students 

According to Snyder et al. (2002), if one has more hope, their capability to proactively motivate one-

self to use identified pathway to a desirable goal is nurtured. Reversely, we can explore the 

characteristics of hope among proactive students to understand how to promote constructive hope. 

In a nutshell, my findings suggest that educational programs should foster a form of hope inspired by 

critical and utopian hope, driven by the view of desirable futures (goal), illustrated by concrete and 

heterogenous pathways towards these futures (pathway thinking), personally embodied by students 

(agency thinking), and imbued with positive emotional reinforcement processes.  

5.2.1 Goal 

In this study, resolute hope appears as a mode of hoping embodied by students demonstrating 

outstanding proactive engagement. However, maintaining agency with no faith in the possibility of 

goal attainment is energy-draining, and at risk of instability for personal well-being of subjects. Besides, 

resolute hope is characterised by a future-oriented objective of significance to the hoper and driving 

strong agency (Webb, 2007). Since these conditions correspond to the sampling criteria of this study 

(i.e. objective of climate change mitigation, devotion of students to this topic through their studies, 

selection of most proactive students), one might argue that the research process itself orients the 

emergence of resolute hope in the data collection. 

Nevertheless, the study reveals the potential of combining desirable future (Hicks, 2014) with critical 

reflections concerning the scale or timeframe ensuring its ‘possibility’, as suggested by Torbjörnsson 

and Molin (2015) and Voros (2003). Indeed, utopian hope serves the creation of projections and 

collective narratives of a future we feel hope for and a longstanding openness towards the future 

(McManus, 2003; Ojala, 2017; Saunders & Jenkins, 2012), whereas critical hope informs the subjects 

about the material limits imposed by the current system (Burton, 1983) and the obstacles in the way 

of a desired future (Ojala, 2017). The outcomes of this combination are tangible, reachable, positive 

goals, which appear adequate to anchor constructive hope (Lazarus, 2006; Snyder, 2000a). In addition, 

critical and utopian hope are particularly relevant in the academic context since critical hope appears 

prevalent in educational settings and utopian hope is driven by a sense of community (Webb, 2007). 

5.2.2 Pathway thinking  

This study reveals the importance of trust in collective potential (e.g. social movements, environmental 

organisations, academia) as pathways to constructive hope in the face of climate change. On the other 
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side, trust in political change and science appears more contentious among this specific sample than 

it is for young adults in general (Fløttum et al., 2016; Ojala, 2012c; Pettersson, 2014). This finding 

suggests the potential need for interventions, since trust in others is an absolute prerequisite for trust 

in one’s own capability and therefore agency (Ainsworth, 1989; McGeer, 2008), and a substantial 

support when one does not have the personal resources to reach independently the goal (Head, 2016; 

Sagy & Adwan, 2006). Indeed, cynicism and extreme mistrust towards some external actors are clearly 

perceptible among interviews, and can lead to a sense of frustration and helplessness (Colby et al., 

2010, p. 153). Since trust is in essence a relational concept (Flanagan, 2003) that arises from concrete 

interactions with society (Ainsworth, 1989), this finding underlines the need for practical 

collaborations between students and societal actors, which is identified by interviewees themselves. 

Moreover, since trust in humanity and forms of existential hope appear uncommon among the sample, 

boundless optimism does not appear as a fundamental precondition to develop a proactive attitude. 

5.2.3 Agency thinking 

The analysis suggests that proactive students strongly envision a professional contribution to reaching 

a desirable future. To my knowledge, no previous studies have investigated hope in relation to the 

projection of agency through professional engagement among students. Given its role in proactive 

engagement, the potential of this form of agency thinking should be further researched and 

emphasised in education and communication (Stoknes, 2015). However, the current difficulty for 

participants to articulate their academic experiences with professional involvement is a hurdle to 

overcome. Additionally, proactive students demonstrate some form of agency at the individual level, 

through individual actions, the ability to influence others, and to a minor extent, through staying 

informed and creating a new social norm. By doing so, these students illustrate their awareness of the 

individual-structural continuum and the mutually constitutive relations between individuals and large 

socio-economic structures (Grund & Brock, 2019). Therefore, raising awareness about the potential 

impacts of individual engagement on global challenges could further develop constructive hope. 

On the other side, participants of this study demonstrate their awareness of the existence of forces 

beyond their control and the limitations of their own agency. They deal constructively with this major 

realisation by relying massively on agency through collective actions, supporting Miceli and 

Castelfranchi's (2010) findings. This result challenges existing literature that identify collective 

engagement as under-exploited by young people (Ojala, 2017). Therefore, it seems essential to stress 

that individual responsibilities for mitigating climate change are not a sufficient and personally 

sustainable solution (Stoknes, 2015), and to encourage involvement in collective actions.  
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At this point, the limitations of Snyder’s theory for the case of hope in the face of climate change should 

be recognised. Indeed, it was originally not developed in relation to global sustainability challenges 

and has primarily an individualistic focus (Ojala, 2012c; Snyder & Feldman, 2000). However, individual 

agency thinking is insufficient when it comes to global environmental challenges since those require 

collective intervention (Courville & Piper, 2004; McGeer, 2004), as well as shared vision for the 

pathway of change (Bar‐Tal, 2001; Braithwaite, 2004).  

5.2.4 Emotional reinforcement of hope 

Even though Snyder’s theory of hope is widely used to explore agency and pathway thinking regarding 

environmental challenges (Li & Monroe, 2019; Ojala, 2012c; Stevenson & Peterson, 2016), the 

emotional reinforcement of hope is rarely investigated among existing studies. Since proactive 

students perceive the motivational force of positive emotions as stronger to spark and maintain 

proactive engagement in comparison with negative emotions, this research highlights the benefits of 

nurturing positive emotional reinforcement of hope. The perception of success in terms of goal 

pursuits brings over emotions reinforcing the feeling of hope (e.g. sense of empowerment, usefulness, 

and interest) and being beneficial for one’s well-being (e.g. sense of meaning), substantiating  Snyder's 

theory (1996). Therefore, it is crucial to ensure students’ capability to develop intermediary, realistic 

sub-goals or objectives at a local scale, so they experience tangible contributions of their engagement, 

as already discussed by Arbuthnott (2010) and Polivy and Herman (2000). The findings also draw 

attention to the influence of students’ environment on their emotional processes in the face of climate 

change, such as peers (Li & Monroe, 2019; Stoknes, 2015), media communication (Höijer, 2010; Nisbet, 

2009), collective actions (Ojala, 2007b), knowledge (Almers, 2013; Ojala, 2007b; Ruiter et al., 2003; 

Whitmarsh, 2009), and academic educators (Ojala, 2015; Wolf & Moser, 2011).  

Furthermore, the expression of the need for combining both positive and negative emotions to 

encourage students’ proactive stance towards global environmental challenges while ensuring their 

well-being is far from common in the literature (Larsen et al., 2003). Ordinarily, some studies focus on 

the importance of painful emotions to motivate engagement (Head, 2016; Ojala, 2005), whereas 

others independently highlight the need for positive emotions for one to take an active stance towards 

climate change (Höijer, 2010; Stevenson & Peterson, 2016), sustain involvement (Ojala, 2012c), and 

maintain a personal emotional balance (Anderson, 2006). However, my findings suggest that the 

emotional processes impacting engagement and hope should not be considered separately, since they 

intrinsically relate to and influence each other through complex mechanisms and factors (e.g. goal-

setting, pathway thinking, and sense of agency) (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). In addition, the major 
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outcome concerning students’ demand to acknowledge negative emotions and its co-evolution with 

hope is a significant contribution to literature on hope.  

5.3 Implications for educational methods and academic communication  

5.3.1 General recommendations for educational methods  

The results of this empirical study indicate the need for academic consideration for the evolution of 

the inner dimensions, such as hope, among students enrolled in university programme related to 

global environmental challenges. Concomitantly, scholars emphasise the urgent need for pedagogical 

innovations in regards to the countless global environmental and societal challenges that humanity is 

facing (Johnston, 2009; Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015; Sterling, 2004; Wals, 2007). Educational methods 

certainly have a key role to play in encouraging their students to develop a proactive engagement 

towards sustainability challenges in general. Given the increasing enrolment rate in university degrees 

related to the environmental crisis and climate change (Vincent & Focht, 2011), the potential of a 

paradigm shift in academia towards a more transformative and transgressive learning is huge (Lotz-

Sisitka et al., 2015; Wals, 2010).  

The analysis provides three important insights for academic institutions. Firstly, pathway thinking could 

be strengthened through the reinforcement of trust in different sources outside oneself among 

students. Secondly, agency thinking could be nurtured  through the academic promotion of proactive 

engagement, as stated by Wals (2010), and the articulation of university background with potential 

professional career of students, as supported by Ojala (2016a). Thirdly, the acknowledgement of 

emotions in academia and the consideration of critical emotional awareness as an essential learning 

outcome would empower university students of any programme to make adequate use of the 

motivational force of emotions in the face of climate change, as suggested by Lotz-Sisitka et al. (2015).  

5.3.2 Concrete suggestions implementable in academic institutions 

Some suggestions, often derived from ideas evoked by interviewees themselves (see Appendix T), are 

made to transform the implications of this study on constructive hope in academia into potential 

innovative practices and pedagogies in concrete university educational settings. However, this section 

has no authoritative legitimacy, and these practical guidelines should be adjusted to unique and 

concrete educational contexts. 
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Structural level of university 

Practically, reinforcing students’ trust in academia could be implemented through aligning universities’ 

attitude with their students’ values and interest on the long-run (e.g. divestment from fossil fuels). 

Additionally, the universities could undertake research to explore the phenomenon of emotions in the 

face of environmental challenges to learn how to deal with anxiety triggered by education (Stevenson 

& Peterson, 2016), to promote hope at a micro-level among students (Cunningham et al., 2002; 

Gillham & Reivich, 2004), and to teach students from various faculties how to handle negative 

emotions induced by environmental threats (Ojala, 2013b).  

University programme level 

University programmes related to global environmental challenges could also implement measures 

independently from the rest of the university. Firstly, students’ trust in different societal actors could 

be fostered by interactions with students enrolled in different programmes and external actors, as 

suggested by Ojala (2016a). Practically, the programme could propose an introductory course clarifying 

how the different university fields have the potential to contribute to mitigating climate change. It 

could also facilitate field trips, internships, and expert’s interventions, and encourage partnerships 

with concrete stakeholders for the thesis process.  

Secondly, the balance of a critical perspective upon sustainability challenges, which is never sufficient 

to transform our system (Amsler, 2015; North, 2011), with the celebration of small victories could be 

necessary to encourage students to develop attainable sub-goals and promote a sense of personal 

agency, reinforcing Ojala's (2017) standpoint. Critical thinking and hope should not be perceived as 

opposite learning outcomes (Daly, 2013; McManus, 2003). My findings corroborate existing studies 

indicating how critical hope is prone to lead to proactive engagement, if attention is directed in parallel 

to rising negative emotions and coping strategies (Hermans, 2016; Ojala, 2012c; Pettersson, 2014). 

Thirdly, students appear self-conscious of the benefits of linking their theoretical learning with 

practical implications to foster constructive hope. Disrupting usual thinking and developing a concrete 

sense of agency require critical discussions about what exists for one to perceive potential tangible 

contributions (Ojala, 2016b). For example, students could benefit from working more on specific case 

studies and real-world projects to apply their gained knowledge, as suggested by Hutchinson (2017). 

Furthermore, a practical and solution-oriented perspective could contribute to articulate the course 

content with ideas of possible professional involvement.  
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Additionally, implementing a module teaching how to deal with the emotional implication of 

knowledge and developing a plan to face anxiety among students would contribute to the verbalisation 

of emotions in university programmes and confront the risks of education (Biesta, 2015). Indeed, 

teaching usually occurs at a fast pace and is missing proper training on how to cope with emotions in 

healthier ways. Academic members should be taught how to disrupt personally unsustainable (i.e. 

emotion-focused) coping strategies among their students and to transition towards alternative 

strategies (Ojala, 2016b; Ojala & Rikner, 2010). Another vital component would be the existence of 

internal supporting structures for students facing climate anxiety, such as seminars, an office or climate 

coach services. 

Lastly, the course content could provide further opportunities to reflect upon probable, preferable, 

and desirable futures (Hicks, 2014), and to engage in collective discussions to understand how critical 

consideration of the present can help the envisioning of a desirable future (Ojala, 2016b). These 

visioning exercises are essential tools to broaden one’s perceptions of reality (Saunders & Jenkins, 

2012) and develop one’s creativity and open-mindfulness (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 

2005; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). They could be facilitated by a focus on local scale, since students 

tend to view global future more negatively (Threadgold, 2012). Overall, envisioning ‘preferable’ futures 

help students to approach the future in a forward-looking way (Wiek et al., 2011), develop anticipatory 

thinking (Ojala, 2017), and learn to deal constructively with uncertainties (Wals & Schwarzin, 2012).   

Teaching methods level 

Teaching methods could be adapted based on the findings of this study, even if teachers should not 

shy away from the harsh reality and are responsible for exposing the global environmental challenges 

in all its complexities. Firstly, university educators should be conscious of their influence on students’ 

hope (Eisenberg, 2000) and ponder their view on desirable goals, pathway and agency thinking when 

teaching (Hermans, 2016; Ojala, 2015). However, they could encourage students to reflect and engage 

proactively, ensuring that one’s agency is based on appropriate knowledge and derived from one’s 

own decision, as suggested by Persson et al. (2011). Another teaching component inspiring hope for 

students could be the explicit expression of teachers’ personal engagement, already discussed by Ojala 

and Rikner (2010). Facilitated interactions between teachers and students also play a key role in hope 

promotion, and could be practically implemented through the minimisation of hierarchical structures, 

opportunities for more personal conversations, and the assignment of full professors. Overall, 

educators’ ways of communicating profoundly matter to instil hope and enthusiasm, and to reinstate 

that students are future key actors of change. 
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Secondly, my findings reinforce Ojala’s (2012b, 2013a) argument that emotions should be perceived 

as key implications of learning, be given structural space, and be discussed openly in class. Making 

these implicit aspects of knowledge more visible could contribute to raising students’ awareness of the 

generative potential of their emotions (Ojala, 2017) and the different regulating strategies to bear with 

emotions associated with complexity and uncertainty (Ojala, 2012b; Ojala & Lidskog, 2011). Teachers 

could promote constructive coping, and deactivate unsustainable and debilitating strategies through 

critical discussions occurring in small groups to facilitate expression, consistently with a pluralistic 

approach of education (Sandell & Öhman, 2010). Teachers could also encourage peer-to-peer 

emotional expression among students, as long as they do not rely exclusively on peers to handle their 

feelings. Finally, teachers could facilitate the expression of negative emotions and acknowledge their 

legitimacy. They could highlight the complexity and entanglement of positive and negative emotional 

processes, as suggested by Oettingen (2012) and be empowered to help students balancing these 

emotions with their own well-being (Ojala, 2016a). However, educators should prioritise the process 

of confronting and handling negative emotions rather than distancing defensively from them. 

Students’ interactions level  

Practical recommendations concerning students’ interactions can also be formulated. Firstly, 

reinforcing the social cohesion and fellowship between students could lead to the reinforcement of 

mutual emotional and agency support (Fielding, 2014). A certain degree of interpersonal trust is 

essential for education to be personally transformative (Wals, 2007, 2015), and interconnectedness 

with peers is a relational teaching tactic to invite but not impose change on students (Keating, 2016; 

Ojala, 2017). Besides, community spirit among students develops other learning outcomes, such as the 

ability to constructively discuss about conflicting views and the transgression of one’s behaviour, which 

in turn foster hope (Ojala, 2017). This sense of community reinforces itself through positive inspirations 

and peer-to-peer influences, and might contribute to balance the exhausting nature of these studies, 

and the invasion of educational setting in private life. In practice, cooperation between students and 

supportive community could be facilitated by the optimal size of student group, organised class trips, 

regular group activities, and encouraged socialisation process from the beginning.  

In addition, students should be given the opportunity to engage outside the classroom and to practice 

transformative learning during extracurricular time, not only through breaking  personal unsustainable 

norms, but also through getting involved in collective actions and practical projects, as Ojala claims it 

(2016a). Indeed, agency at the level of individual consumer behaviours is not sufficient to sustain long-

term constructive hope and, therefore, engagement (Amsler, 2011; Ojala, 2017).  
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5.4 Methodological limitations and strengths 

5.4.1 Limitations  

Firstly, the sample for the quantitative survey is limited to 61 respondents, leading to limitations for 

the purposive sampling. Likewise, the exploratory research on hope has to be taken with cautious due 

to the reduced number of interviews, the overrepresentation of females, and the predominance of 

interviewees enrolled in the similar university programme at Lund university in Sweden.  

Secondly, hope is essentially approached as an individual coping strategy in this study. More attention 

should be given to the influence of various social processes (e.g. peer-pressure, social interactions with 

other global issues) (Folkman, 2009). Moreover, it is utopian to explore hope in the face of climate 

change independently from the variety of society and sustainability challenges entangled to it. 

A third limitation is the impossibility to draw causality relationship between hope and proactive 

engagement with certainty in this study. Indeed, a variety of theoretical models linking hope to action 

coexist (Gottman et al., 1996; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998) and these could not be empirically tested. 

Although the data analysis is strongly theoretically-grounded, alternative theories would probably lead 

to different interpretations of the results (Ojala, 2007a). 

5.4.2 Strengths  

On the other hand, this thesis has strengths that should be underlined. Firstly, the study draws a broad 

picture of answers due to the various backgrounds, nationalities, and ages of the survey respondents 

and interviewees. Hopefully, the anonymity of the online survey has also encouraged the survey 

respondents to answer independently from social influence. 

Secondly, unlike most related explorative studies so far, this research considers both private-sphere 

pro-environmental behaviours, and a more collective and political form of environmental engagement 

(Courtenay-Hall & Rogers, 2002). Therefore, this study does not fall into the common trap of 

depoliticising the environmental crisis (Sandilands, 1993). Quite the contrary, it acknowledges that 

hope in relation to climate change is not an isolated but a collective process, involving interactions 

with actors of society (Doetsch-Kidder, 2012; Folkman, 2009).  

Thirdly, the study contributes to the emerging debates on the importance of a positive inner 

dimension, namely hope, instead of complementing the ever-growing literature around negative 

emotions in the face of climate change (Homburg et al., 2007).  
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Additionally, the theoretical outcomes of this study are adequately articulated to practical implications 

for educational methods and academic communication of climate change and sustainability challenges 

in general. These ramifications are consistent with the sample choice, and with the true nature of 

sustainability science. Besides, the study has an unprecedented focus on university students 

particularly exposed to hopelessness and with high-potential for future engagement towards global 

environmental challenges in reason of their studies. 

Finally, another methodological strength of this study is the combination of complementary 

quantitative and qualitative data collection (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000): an online survey revealing 

the differences in behavioural patterns among students enrolled in university programmes related to 

global environmental problems, used as a purposive sampling to undertake an exploratory qualitative 

data collection through in-depth interviews.  

5.5 Further research  

Further research should be conducted to explore more specifically how environmental engagement 

contributes to strengthen hope in the face of global environmental challenges. Secondly, this study 

could be complemented by long-term research on the evolution of the perception of hope among 

students who become more proactive over time. On the other side, research could be conducted to 

understand the potential of hope in breaking thinking patterns among the people less inclined to 

engage in the environmental cause. Given the importance of the socialisation process for young adults 

(Gottman et al., 1996; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998), further investigation is also needed concerning 

students’ mutual influence, reactions to teacher-induced emotions, and influence of educators’ 

communication of hope, through classroom studies (Swim & Fraser, 2013). Finally, the main findings 

of this study could be incorporated into a more heuristic theoretical model, integrating hope with other 

factors impacting human motivation to adopt pro-environmental behaviours. This would link the 

outcomes to broader implications for communication of climate change and the educational system 

as a whole.  
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6. Conclusion  

This research study approaches the multifaceted concept of hope in its whole complexity, recognising 

the cognitive, emotional, behavioural, and existential dimensions of hope. It provides an overview of 

the various pathway and agency components of hope among proactive students in university 

programmes related to global environmental challenges. Through the identification of the 

performative potential of a certain form of hope, this study sheds light on positive psychology 

interventions and practical implications, such as communication and education purposes. The 

outcomes of this thesis aim at being extrapolated and applied to any type of societal or environmental 

threats, since the focus is not on climate change, but on how human beings respond to global 

challenges through individual and collective constructive hope. 

The standpoint adopted in this thesis is twofold. First of all, constructive hope is considered as a 

positive emotion and an existential necessity to navigate the waters of uncertainties and global 

environmental threats. It gives students the strength to face the future and it prevents them from 

falling into cynicism or passivity. Furthermore, hope is a coping mechanism in the face of negative 

emotions triggered by the knowledge of delicate nature they are exposed to on a daily basis. In brief, 

it helps them to deal individually more sustainably with their emotions. Secondly, constructive hope is 

presented as a path to proactive engagement, a concept that underlies a constructive motivational 

potential. It is a tangible, embodied, and practiced form of hope, grounded in the vision of desirable, 

yet possible, futures, and collectively reflected pathways to reach these futures. In a sense, being 

hopeful is way more demanding because then, you have no excuse for not acting.   

The results of the study suggest that a form of constructive hope could be cultivated in the university 

context at multiple levels, by opening and discussing collectively the possibilities of the future, 

fostering trust towards external actors, developing trust in peers and sense of community within the 

university programme, supporting students’ sense of agency at an individual, collective, and 

professional level, and bringing emotions at the surface. Indeed, the students enrolled in programmes 

related to global environmental challenges will be the next generation engaging in climate change 

mitigation actions and providing solutions to other sustainability challenges. Therefore, it is vital to 

ensure the sustainable proactive attitude of these future actors of change, who will in turn drive the 

societal responses to these threats to human and non-human life.  
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“Without the stubborn optimism, the action doesn't sustain itself; without the action, the stubborn 

optimism is just an attitude. The two together can transform an entire issue and change the world." 

Tom Rivett-Carnatt 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Interview guide 

 Questions Data extracted 

Introductory 
questions 

1. Can you summarise your academic 
background please? 

This question aims at identifying if the interviewee has 
had various experiences of university programmes 
related to global environmental challenges or not. 

2. When did you start the academic 
programme you are currently enrolled in? 

Does the start of proactive engagement correspond 
with the beginning of the university programme?  

3. Would you consider yourself as a 
proactive citizen in the face of climate 
change?  

This question sheds light on the degree of self-
awareness of proactive engagement of the 
interviewee. 

4. How are you active in the face of climate 
change, what are you involved in?  

This question gives the opportunity to dive into the 
nature of the proactive engagement, in terms of 
individual and collective pro-environmental 
behaviours.  

5. When did you start to consider the 
impacts of your actions and lifestyle’s 
choices upon the global environmental 
crisis, and more precisely the climate crisis? 

 

Does the start of proactive engagement correspond 
with the beginning of the university programme? 

 

Core questions of the interview 

Themes Questions Related research 
question  

Potential sub-questions Data extracted 

Emotions in 
the face of 
climate 
change 

1. What main 
emotions emerge 
in you when you 
think about 
climate change? 

 

RQ1: How do proactive 
students in university 
programmes related to 
global environmental 
problems experience 
and reflect upon hope 
in the face of climate 
change?  

- How do you look at it 
(ashamed, acceptable)?  

- How do the feelings 
emerge? 

- Do you have them a lot? 

- How does it affect your 
overall physical and mental 
well-being? 

 

 

This question sheds 
light on the 
psychological dimension 
of climate change (see 
Introduction)? What is 
the first emotion 
coming to their mind? 

Is it link to 
hopelessness?  The 
question explores if 
students perceive the 
emotional component 
of hope and if it is a 
recurrent emotion 
considering climate 
change. Number of 
interviewees mention 
it? 



89 

 

2. How do you see 
the potential of 
turning negative 
emotions in the 
face of climate 
change into 
something 
constructive? 

How do you think 
we can transform 
negative emotions 
into something 
constructive? 

RQ1: How do proactive 
students in university 
programmes related to 
global environmental 
problems experience 
and reflect upon hope 
in the face of climate 
change? 

- Whose responsibility is it 
to shed light on this 
potential? (link to RQ3) 

This question 
investigates if students 
reflect on hope as a way 
to transform their worry 
into actions. Do they 
perceive a form of 
constructive hope? Do 
they see any utility in 
hope? 

Theory of coping 
strategies: hope makes 
meaning and help to 
foster actions. 

3. What is hope 
for you?  

RQ1: How do proactive 
students in university 
programmes related to 
global environmental 
problems experience 
and reflect upon hope 
in the face of climate 
change? 

How would you define 
hope? 

This question 
investigates if and how 
students reflect on hope 
in an open way. Do they 
see it as an emotion 
(link to question 10). 

Hope: 
dimension of 
goal 

4. Can you 
describe what sort 
of future you feel 
hope for, in terms 
of society and 
environmental 
situation? (not 
probable, but 
desirable) 

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- Would you consider your 
hope for the future as 
open or focused on a clear 
objective? 

Test of hypothesis:  This 
question helps me to 
navigate Webb’s 
framework, determining 
if interviewee’s hope in 
the face of climate 
change is open-ended 
or goal-focused. 

+ Snyder (clear goal in 
mind?) 

5. How likely is 
this future to 
occur/come true 
to your 
understanding? 

 

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

You can think in terms of 
probability. 

Test of hypothesis: The 
question makes the 
distinction between 
estimative and resolute 
hope (Webb’s 
framework): clearer to 
determine for me → 
confirm Snyder’s theory 
of answer is unlikely. 

Hope: 
dimension of 
pathway 
thinking 

6. What activates 
hope for you in 
the face of climate 
change? 

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- Can you share with me a 
moment in your life in 
which you felt more 
hopeful in the face of 
climate change? 

- What sources of hope 
come to your mind? 

Clear idea of how to 
reach the goal? 

Sources of hope 
spread/common in 
academic world. 

Snyder’s theory: 
pathway thinking. 
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- What gives you the 
motivation to stay active 
and committed to this 
cause?  

7. What or who do 
you have trust in 
to transform our 
world towards the 
vision you 
depicted 
previously? Why 
these 
factors/actors?  

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- To what extent do you 
think the individuals are 
responsible for solving 
environmental problems? 

- For example, trust in 
technology, everyday 
actions,  

Pathway thinking 
(Snyder) = trust in 
sources outside oneself 
(Ojala). 

What actors are 
depicted as promising in 
climate crisis?  

Ojala: Hope based on 
trust in… 

Hope: 
dimension of 
agency 
thinking 

8. To what extent 
do you trust that 
you can have an 
influence in the 
face of climate 
change? How do 
you feel about 
this? 

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- To what extent do you 
feel that you are personally 
responsible for taking 
actions? 

- Who are you responsible 
for? 

 

Agency thinking 
(Snyder)= Trust in one’s 
own ability to influence 
environmental 
problems in a positive 
direction (Ojala). 

Feeling of guilt? 

9. How do you 
imagine yourself 
being active in the 
face of climate 
change in 10 years 
from now? 

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- Do you imagine being 
professionally involved 
into climate change 
mitigation?  

- What individual or 
collective actions do you 
imagine perpetuating or 
committing to?  

Projections of agency: 
potential feeling of 
empowerment on the 
long-term inoculated by 
university studies. 
Extension of 
engagement from 
individual/collective 
actions to professional 
career? (Snyder) 

Hope: 
emotional 
character 

10. Tell me about 
your thoughts and 
emotions before 
and after you 
started to be 
proactive in the 
face of climate 
change?  

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 
related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- Is your perception of the 
future in the face of 
climate change aligned 
with your normal 
personality? 

- Do emotions have a role 
to play in your 
engagement to climate 
change and other 
environmental issues? 
How? 

This question analyses if 
emotions have a role to 
play in the engagement 
to climate change and 
other environmental 
issues and how, and if 
interviewees are 
conscious of it. 

Snyder + theory of 
bidirectionality: positive 
aspects of being actively 
engaged. 

11. Could you 
compare the 
emotional force of 
both hope and 
hopelessness 

RQ2: What type of 
hope is fostering a 
proactive engagement 
among students in 
university programmes 

- Is there one that is 
stronger than the other?  

- Is one of these emotional 
harder to get out?  

This question explores 
the positive feedback 
loops of positive and 
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when you think 
about climate 
change? 

related to global 
environmental 
problems? 

- What external or internal 
factors have the potential 
to make you shift from 
feedback loops?  

negative emotions as 
motivational force. 

Snyder’s theory: 
emotional 
reinforcement of hope. 

Hope in 
academic 
environment 

12. If you compare 
with before 
starting your 
university 
programme, how 
has evolved your 
perception of 
hope in the face of 
climate change? 
Why? 

RQ3: What does this 
imply for educational 
methods and support 
of students in 
university programmes 
that relates to 
sustainability? 

- Tell me about your 
thoughts and feelings 
when you started your 
university programme and 
start learning more about 
climate change?  

And now? 

This question 
investigates the 
academic influence on 
hope: decrease, 
increase, why? 

Spot current pitfalls of 
university programmes 
regarding hope and 
perceived areas for 
improvements. 

13. If you had a 
recommendation 
for your university 
regarding hope in 
the face of climate 
change, what 
would that be? If 
any? Should hope 
be promoted at 
university?  

 

RQ3: What does this 
imply for educational 
methods and support 
of students in 
university programmes 
that relates to 
sustainability? 

- Does hope have an effect 
on your learning process?  

- Do you talk about what 
the future could look like 
in class?  

- Do you discuss how to 
reach this hypothetical 
future in class? 

- How did university make 
you aware of how you 
could be active in the 
climate crisis? 

- Do you feel welcome to 
express emotions in class? 

Students ideas and 
reflections upon “is 
hope useful to promote 
action/well-
being/anything that is 
positive for me?” 

→ If yes: practical 
recommendations 
according to current 
perception of 
educational methods 
and academic 
communication.  

 

 

 Questions Data extracted 

Conclusive 
questions 

1. What advice would you give to someone 
who feels a high degree of hopelessness?  

This question helps the interviewees to transition 
towards the end of the interview, allowing them to 
take a step back and maybe consider their advice for a 
peer as potentially beneficial for themselves.  

2. Is there anything that you might not 
have thought about before that occurred to 
you during this interview? 

This question aims at encouraging the interviewees to 
reflect on their own introspective inquiry, emerging 
thoughts or uncovered emotions.  

3. Is there anything else you think I should 
know to understand how you experience 
hope better? 

This open question gives interviewees the opportunity 
to complement the interview if they feel like one 
aspect is missing.  

4. Is there anything you would like to ask 
me? Please do not hesitate to contact me 
for further questions if they come to your 
mind.  

/ 
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Appendix B: Interviewees’ profile 

Pseudonyms  Location of 
university 
programme 

Bachelor’s degree Master’s degree 

Nina 

 

Lund, Sweden Mechanical Engineering 

 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Sylvia 

 

Lund, Sweden Global Challenges (focus on 
environmental challenges, but 
also gender inequalities and 
class inequalities) 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Clara Lund, Sweden Science: Agricultural and 
Environmental Education 
(natural science courses, and a 
class on global climate change) 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Phillip  Lund, Sweden Unrelated to global 
environmental challenges 
(Economic Sciences, Business) 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Angela Lund, Sweden International Business 

 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Livia  Lisbon, 
Portugal 

Biology 

 

Master’s in Ecology and Environmental 
Management 

Christian  Aalto, Finland Chemical Engineering 

 

Fibre and Polymer engineering (focusing on the 
environment and environmental performance) 

Jane  Lund, Sweden Biology 

 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Romane Lund, Sweden Science: Marine Biology 

 

Post-grad year: Marine Biology (reproductive 
biology of specific species) 

Bio-Inspired Innovation 

Hannah  Lund, Sweden Political Sciences  

 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Nancy  Lund, Sweden Environmental Chemistry (third-
year course of Ecological 
Economics) 

 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Camille 

 

Lund, Sweden Environmental Science (minor 
during that programme on 
Systems and Society) 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 

Gabrielle  

 

Lund, Sweden Biology and Environmental 
Science 

 

International Master Programme in Environmental 
Studies and Sustainability Science 
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Appendix C: The different fields of proactive engagement at individual level among 

interviewees 

Field of 
engagement  

N Illustrative quotes 

Transportation 8 “I've been trying to reduce flying, but that's definitely the new challenge I'm working on.” 
Camille 

 “(…) always walking and biking.” Philipp 

Diet  7  “(…) I try to be as vegan as possible.” Gabrielle 

“(…) not eating meat, just trying to eat more seasonal organic products.” Hannah 

“I try as much as I can to eat local produces from farms” Nancy 

Consumerism 
patterns  

7 “So, I take care to have a sustainable lifestyle, or at least to be more aware of the kinds of 
things that I purchase (…) and things that I surround myself with in terms of clothing, or 
upcycling as much as I can. I'm also very resourceful in terms of making sure that I'm sharing 
things and not necessarily owning them.” Romane 

“And I pretty much don't buy anything that's not food.” Gabrielle 

“Trying to reuse things as much as possible, and buying second hand clothes” Camille 

Professional 
engagement  

6 “(…) for example, the internship I have is related to environmental concerns. So, trying to 
focus on that as well in my working time.” Hannah 

“Of course, I think as a private citizen, there's only so much we can do because, of course, we 
have this consumer blame in general, but that's why I've personally chosen to dedicate (…) 
my work life to something that's more of a societal change.” Gabrielle 
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Appendix D: The different fields of proactive engagement at collective level among 

interviewees 

Field of 
engagement  

N Illustrative quotes 

Participation in 
social movements  

7 “I started XR (Extinction Rebellion), so then I get, I guess I got a bit more collective engaged 
(…)” Sylvia 

“I've been a bit involved in the Fridays for future. I think I go about every other week, and 
we did organise a flash mob, which was really exciting and kind of my first time organising 
a collective action event.” Clara 

“I'm probably gonna go to the Shall must fall protests in May as well. So, I've done a bit of 
activism stuff, but I'm not heavily into it.” Jane 

“(…) I've gone to climate marches and (…) the Gothenburg Baltic pipeline thing” Nancy 

Awareness 
promotion 

5 “(…) I also spread the word amongst my family and do as much as I can, in terms of just 
helping people understand.” Romane 

“(…) trying to raise awareness while having discussions with people.” Hannah 

“I think I talk a lot about climate things with friends and family, and try to start the 
conversation.” Jane 

Involvement in 
organisations  

5 “(…)  for me, the key or the main engagement is different organisations that are based, in 
my hometown, and in this case would be Lund, (…) bringing together people, especially 
students, from different study fields, to get to know more about environmental issues, 
climate change, but also to learn about how to act against it.” Angela 

“So, I also do a lot of innovative challenges where we work in small teams to come up with 
solutions to climate change’ challenges, problems.” Romane 

Academic 
involvement  

3 “And my thesis for example, that I'm writing, is on the topic is on climate change mitigation 
(…)” Christian 

“And through my studies here, I've been lucky to get into this industry, both the industry 
and academia, which is trusted (….)” Christian 

Use of democratic 
potential 

2 “(…) always making sure I vote when given the opportunity.” Clara 

“(…) sometimes signing petitions, even though I don't think it's the more efficient way to 
solve problems.” Hannah 

“(…) maybe writing letters to companies” Clara 
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Appendix E: The various degrees of self-awareness of proactive engagement among 

interviewees 

Degree of self-
awareness of 
proactive 
engagement  

N Illustrative quotes as answers to the question “Would you consider yourself as a 
proactive citizen in the face of climate change?” 

Pronounced  7 “I think I am really doing my best” Nina 

“Yes, I would consider that I am.” Sylvia 

“Yes, I try to be.” Clara 

 “Yes, I would say so.” Angela 

“Yes, I consider myself.” Livia 

“Yes, I would at least consider myself aware. And active in any possible way that I can be.” 
Romane 

“I think I managed to dedicate pretty much all of both my public and private life, almost all 
of it in some way towards a more sustainable future, as far as I can tell.” Gabrielle 

Mixed 5 “Yes, I think maybe more individually then collectively.” Philipp 

“So, I would say it goes in phases.” Hannah 

“Yes, maybe.” Jane 

“Yes, I mean, I think I am more on a local scale, less so on a broader scale.” Nancy 

“Through my studies and work yes, not through my private life.” Christian 

Mitigated 1 “I think I am not as proactive as I could be (…)” Camille 
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Appendix F: Characteristics of emotions in the face of climate change identified by 

interviewees 

Characteristics of 
emotions in the face 
of climate change  

N Illustrative quotes 

Variation in emotions 
(temporal and 
contextual influence) 

6 “(…) it depends, it varies a lot based on my day or the context.” Nina 

“I guess it also depends on the environment I'm in.” 

“It can, one day it can be very frustrating, but then the other day, I'm still hopeful.” 
Angela 

“A lot of emotions (…) I think it's a mix, it depends on the day, it depends on what's 
happening.” Gabrielle 

Effects of the 
emotions upon mental 
well-being 

6 “(…) it is not only that I am being mentally pressured by climate change and this whole 
phenomenon, but also it is that being in an environment that people are stressed 
because of that, (…) I see more and more people that they are facing climate anxiety, 
and (…) sometimes even if I am not pressured mentally, I get the pressure from them, 
and then this stressed me a lot.” Nina 

“(…) definitely, it kind of impacts my mood and my well-being” Jane 

“(…) it is challenging mentally to work on something that you think is very important 
and it is also difficult to not let that affect your day to day feelings. I think it's difficult to 
compartmentalise. So, I think it does affect me somewhat.” Camille 

Importance of 
emotions in the face 
of climate change  

3 “(…) because it’s such an emotional topic, seeing what's happening to the world, to 
animals and to people and everything.” Gabrielle  

“I think it's important to talk about how we feel about climate change as we work on it.” 
Camille  

“When everything kind of pieced together (…) I felt like I was just so, I don't know, there 
were so many emotions. I was upset. I was shocked. I was confused. I was, you know, 
really frustrated and annoyed. But then at the same time, I thought it was fascinating.” 
Nancy 

Effects of the 
emotions upon 
physical health 

3 “(…) maybe not directly on my physical well-being, maybe indirectly through my mental 
health, sometimes.” Nina 

“It affects my physical well-being because I work more because I think it's more urgent 
to work more.” Christian 

Short-termism of 
negative emotions  

2 “(…) it's not like I go around and feel hopelessness all the time or anything. Absolutely 
not. But in moments it can hit me kind of, and then I'm sad for a little while and feel 
down.” Sylvia 

“I can see that none of them last long (…), because it is just, you know, fluctuating a lot. 
So, I know that I won’t stay in that phase for so long.” Nina 

Distancing from 
negative emotions 

1 “I think it's all overwhelming. But at the same time, I don't always see the point in 
fretting about something that's so big (…) then I take a step back and look at the bigger 
picture.” Nancy 
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Appendix G: Overview of the various emotions in the face of climate change 

Nature of emotions 
mentioned in the face of 
climate change 

N Illustrative quotes  

Negative 
emotions  

Anger  6 “I have at times just been quite angry as well, being just surrounded by maybe things 
or people that just don't seem to care. That makes me quite upset.” Romane 

“I would say anger mainly.” Jane 

“A lot of times I feel angry. Because I know, because it's so many things to do when 
people do not care (…)” Livia 

Frustration  5 “I feel impotent at the same time” Livia 

“(…) this is emotionally exhausting, knowing that the thing you work for are not 
going to have a big change” Hannah 

Anxiety  4 “(…) this kind of perpetual anxiety.” Jane 

“I sometimes find really shocking and frightening, especially when we get to see 
terrifying future podcast for the future.” Angela 

“(…) a lot of the time it's overwhelming and I feel quite anxious.” Romane 

Disillusion 4 “(…) I worry that we're not going to be able to do enough, soon enough.” Camille 

“(…) sometimes disappointment.” Nina 

“(…) almost a bit apathy, like disregard.” Sylvia 

Sadness 3 “It makes me very sad to see (…)  how much ignorance there is.” Angela 

Hopelessne
ss 

3 “(…) it feels a bit hopeless, in a sense, maybe.” Clara 

“(…) right now, it's more a sense of despair.” Hannah 

Sense of 
responsibili
ty and guilt  

2 “I think guilt has quite a big impact for me because (…)  I'm super privileged and I've 
been able to emit so much in my life and I've been able to contribute so much to 
environmental problems (…), while ignoring what affect my life had.” Sylvia 

 “(…) kind of sense of responsibility.” Jane 

Sense of 
injustice  

2 “Also, a lot of sense of injustice” Hannah 

“(…) those of us that have more control, unfortunately, or those that then can kind of 
turn a blind eye (…)” Gabrielle 

Positive 
emotions 

Hope  5 “I have to be hopeful and positive about it because I don't know what else to do 
besides that. Because I just feel like we don't really have another choice but to be 
(…), if you allow everything to beat you down then you probably aren't going to get 
over those obstacles (…).” Nancy 

“But actually, on the other side, I'm also quite hopeful when I see how things can 
change if people get together, who really care about the topic how they can bring 
about change and I think that's a very different side of my feelings towards climate 
change. That differs a lot.” Angela 

“I would say there's actually a lot of hope surrounding it, especially given steps that 
are taken, have been taken more recently.” Gabrielle 

Excitement  1 “(…) excitement, because there are so many new companies, initiatives by 
governments to try to put sustainability (…). So that's exciting and a place in time 
that I didn't remember happening a couple of years ago” Clara 
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Appendix H: Perception of potential for turning negative emotions into proactive 

engagement 

Potential of transforming 
negative emotions into 
proactive engagement  

N Illustrative quotes  

Through hope  5 “(…) I think you need the anger or the negative emotions as the engine starter 
and the positivity is the thing that makes the car move.” Livia 

“I think, basically, the most important thing to always generate hope and be 
trying to be hopeful. I think that's one of the key drivers that can bring about 
change.” Angela 

“I think that our emotion makes us take action and when you feel hope, you feel 
more empowered to take action (…)” Hannah 

“(…) in terms of the emotions, I think I've been able to channel them much more 
positively, once I decided to kind of do what I could more. I think it's very 
empowering.” Gabrielle 

Through willingness to 
escape negative feelings  

4 “in the sense that it makes me feel better to do something, yes, to get rid of these 
negative emotions can be a driver.” Sylvia 

“So, to make people willing to change, maybe they even need this kind of 
negative emotion. So that they don't only do it for the environment, but also for 
themselves, kind of.” Angela 

“And I feel a sense of obligation because I know that it would make me sad if I 
didn't work against this.” Jane 

Through a feeling of 
responsibility 

4 “(…) I just feel morally that I need to be the one to do it.” Clara 

“I can't justify not engage because I have the time and the possibilities, because I 
study at university and I have my student’s salary.” Sylvia 

“(…) fairly responsible, I feel I do these actions, because I think it's the right thing 
to do and the thing you should be doing (…). But I think it's everyone's 
responsibility. And if I want other people to live, more sustainably, then I have to 
kind of practice what I preach.” Jane 

“I feel the pressure sometimes of “Oh, it's a collective responsibility that I'm a part 
of, and if some people aren't pulling their weight, then I have to make sure that 
they do”. Almost so I have a responsibility to myself and others.” Romane 

Through a change in the way 
we communicate it 

3 “(…) more publications like that (Project Drawdown) that take a very practical 
approach can be helpful in just feeling like “Oh, yes, I can't do everything, but 
here's a piece of the puzzle that I can work on”.” Camille 

“(…) our thoughts about it can really influence other people. If we approach it in a 
more uplifting way.” Nancy 

“(…) when you talk about it in a concrete way (…) people care about. So, I think it 
does have to make that connection, it has to become relevant to people in order 
for them to feel engaged.” Camille 

Through mobilisation into 
collective potential 

2 “I think collective action, it can be really empowering. And like do things 
together.” Sylvia 

“(…) it is easier for me to mobilise my individual potential into something more 
collective.” Nina 
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Through rationality 2 “Because I'm an engineering student, (…) I try to make rational decisions, that 
looks better at least (…). So, of course I try to minimise my own emissions (…)” 
Christian 

“(…) I also think about it as logical” Sylvia 

“(…) just by having more knowledge and more information about the thing, this 
helps already and then they (people) will find comfort in this information and they 
will change.” Christian 

Use of emotions to attest 
our conviction (potential 
leverage to convince others 
to engage actively) 

2 “(…) the things that I'm feeling about the climate change crisis, they give an 
indication of what kind of person I am and then what kind of ability I have within 
this realm to use that for good, basically.” Romane 

“(…) if you're upset by something, it shows a real drive there and a passion that I 
think is reminding yourself of that kind of fire: This is why we do it. But it also is 
quite draining I think to do that. But (…) it shows the signs of kind of your 
conviction, I guess.” Jane 

Use of academic context  1 “I see a lot of potential in myself. (…) now I am in a bubble, that maybe it is easier 
for me to find these kinds of platforms, or these kinds of groups that I can 
mobilise energy in me in form of actions.” Nina 
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Appendix I: Comments upon the potential of turning negative emotions into proactive 

engagement 

Additional comments upon the 
potential of turning negative 
emotions into proactive 
engagement  

N Illustrative quotes  

Recognition of emotions in general 
as a major motivator for proactive 
engagement  

5 “I feel like in general, in life, emotion is what is driving you to act.” 
Hannah 

“(…) understand that those feelings could be channelled towards 
something and that they could actually fuel better outcome.” Romane 

“The emotional reaction is what gets people to make it to take action” 
Gabrielle 

Potential of anger in particular as a 
powerful catalyst for action 

5 “I think when I feel angry, I tend to be more communicative and more “I 
don't believe this is happening” and I started to (…) try to do something 
(…)” Livia 

“(…) if you feel a lot of injustice, a lot of anger, that is also making you 
think “Okay, what can I do to change this?”. So, it definitely has an 
impact.” Hannah 

“(…) anger also makes me passionate to do something.” Camille  

Existence of negative feelings 
preventing proactive engagement  

3 “They (negative emotions in the face of climate change) just kind of 
stopped me from functioning in a way that was progressive and I was 
kind of shutting down a bit.”  Romane 

“I guess you can go so far down the rabbit hole of feeling really sad that 
you can't do anything productive.” Jane 

“(…) this whole climate anxiety feeling makes people very paralysed and 
feel like their individual actions don't make a difference.” Gabrielle 

Difficulty to exploit this potential 2 “I would like to (use the potential of turning negative emotions into 
something more constructive) but it's hard. I think it's a bit challenging to 
figure out how to channel those emotions. Of course, I would like to find 
more constructive ways, but also just trying to find ways that I feel is 
most comfortable for me and maybe my personality (…). I think I'm still 
going through that process and trying to find ways to cope with these 
negative emotions and energy.” Phillip 

Potential to turn negative emotions 
into more positive emotions 

1 “I see potential in that, so into turning those negative emotions into more 
positive feelings (…) I heard a lot about, for example, mindfulness for 
activists” Hannah 
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Appendix J: Interviewees’ reflection on the nature and characteristics of hope 

Participants’ reflection 
on nature and 
characteristics of hope  

N Illustrative quotes 

Importance of hope to 
develop agency   

5 “I think, basically, the most important thing is to always generate hope and be trying 
to be hopeful. I think that's one of the key drivers that can bring about change.” 
Angela 

“I deeply think that hope should be something we focus on (…)” Hannah 

Importance of hope for 
learning process 

2 “In myself, I can totally see the influence of it (hope), like today I had the experience, 
today I was more hopeful, more positive (…) about life and future and then I could get 
some part of my thesis done that I was procrastinating (…)” Nina 

Distinction between 
passive optimism and 
constructive hope 

2 “(…) I put hope in specific things and I understand that hope is less of just this 
emptiness and almost naive optimism, and it's more of an active pursuit. And so, I can 
hope for things (…) they're not just (…) a way to appease the bad feelings, it's actually 
a functional and productive way forward.” Romane 

“I think, basically, the most important thing to always generate hope and be trying to 
be hopeful. I think that's one of the key drivers that can bring about change. And it's 
not naive. So many people say that it's nice to be hopeful, but I don't think so.” 
Angela  

Contextual nature of 
hope 

2 “I think this is a very actual question because with the whole for Corona virus thing 
right now (…).” Hannah 

“(…) this is very circumstantial, but with everything happening with Corona virus, I 
think it's giving people to an extent, a very different outlook. I'm curious about how it 
will affect your data because and (…), how long of a long-term effect it will have, but I 
think that it will affect people in terms of their values of what's important in life.” 
Gabrielle 

Bidirectional character of 
hope and actions 

2 “(…) the more active and more proactive I became (…), it does give you a sense of 
purpose, which really resonated quite strongly with me when I was doing things 
where I felt like I was having an impact, things that I was involved in could be making 
a difference. It did make me feel I was in the right place, and I was a really warming 
feeling and a hopeful feeling.” Romane 

“I'm hopeful when it comes to doing things.” Christian 

Singular character of 
hope  

1 “I guess hope (…) so differently affects people, not only just because of who you are 
as a person, but also just in your own situation.” Gabrielle 
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Appendix K: Illustration of the different modes of hoping apparent in the interviews 

Mode of hoping Illustrative quotes  

Patient hope  “(…) the process rather than the end, that the way we are gonna get there is more 
important than the end itself, because it is just being present, being at the moment (…)” 
Nina 

Critical hope  “I guess my nightmare (…) I think kind of the opposite of that would be my vision.” Clara 

“(…) many of our issues that we have today stems from kind of this simplification of 
problems and solutions, dealing with problems and finding solutions.” Phillip  

“(…) that kind of extends to our understanding of, especially from a European perspective, 
(…) “Oh, colonialism is finished”, and all those kinds of things, when it's so sort of apparent 
today.” Jane 

Estimative hope “I don't think all of that could come true necessarily in one place. But (…) many of these 
ideas come from something that aren’t necessarily unimaginable (…) a lot of these things 
exist in real life and just many different places.” Nancy 

Utopian hope  “I think, within these design challenges that I've been a part of, seeing the diversity and the 
creativity of people in the face of all of these challenges is definitely something that gives 
me hope. Because I think human creativity (…) really has a big role in changing things, too.” 
Romane 

Resolute hope  “I would say it is very unlikely to happen, the way that I picture it, but I think still it's a very 
powerful tool to do so and at least have something to strive for.” Angela 

“I think it's entirely possible, but it will take a lot of work (…) and change, and I think that is 
the hard part.” Camille 

Existential hope “I would say hope is this feeling that you have when you feel that (…) something positive 
will happen (…), just that things will be alright.” Hannah 

 “(…) that ultimately, in the end, it's going to be okay, I guess that's what hope is to me.” 
Nancy 
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Appendix L: Interviewees’ references to characteristics of Snyder’s theory 

Characteristics 
of Snyder’s 
theory 

Illustrating quotes 

Goal-oriented 
hope 

“I would say it is very unlikely to happen, the way that I picture it, but I think still it's a very powerful 
tool to do so and at least have something to strive for.” Angela 

“I feel like there's so many different aspects of that vision or dream (…)” Nancy 

“I have a world in my head already, that I would love to be possible to happen. (…) I can go on and 
on about this” Livia 

Possibility of 
the vision of 
hopeful future 
to occur 

“But I just think I do feel positively about it because a lot of these things exist in many places. I think 
it's just a matter of time and a matter of effort from a lot of people.” Nancy 

“The possibility of something better” Jane 

“I think in very small bubbles in the world, it could happen. And I think it's already kind of starting to 
pop up in different places (…)” Clara 

“I think it's entirely possible, but it will take a lot of work (…)” Camille 

Estimated low 
likelihood of 
the vision to 
be achieved 

“(…) even if there is a very small percentage of hope and likelihood, I put all my energy into it.” Nina 

“It's pretty probably not all going to happen within the coming 10 years, 20 years.” Romane 

“(…) not (likely) in the way I described it. And in the near future or in the timeframe that's relevant 
for stopping climate change (…)” Christian 

Goal “(…) it's like having a dream or a vision, (…) that things can be different or better.” Camille 

“(…) having a vision and believing in that vision and knowing I guess from the bottom of your heart 
or your gut that either that vision is going to come true (…)” Nancy 

“(…) so much of the long-term outcome is pretty negative, it's kind of trying to steer away from the 
absolute worst-case scenario. And I think I personally managed to not focus on that because I don't 
think that's productive.” Gabrielle 

Pathway 
thinking 

“I guess hope to me is a feeling that something can happen even if it doesn't seem easy” Camille 

“(…) when you see the potential for change to come” Hannah 

“I don’t know exactly what this future is like (…) the process is very important for me, that how we 
make decisions in society (…) this is to me a part of that future.” Nina 

Agency 
thinking 

“It is when I feel agency, or when I feel I can contribute to change.” Nina 

“(…) I can't just sit down and wait for everything to be okay. I have to do something (…)” Angela 

“I would say a reason to keep going, keep moving forward.” Clara 

“(…) hope as more of an active act of positivism not so much just an empty optimism.” Romane 

“(…) people can feel that (…) they can do something so they have more control over the issue, 
because I think ultimately (…) people get that kind of anxiety over it (climate change) because they 
lack control over the issue.” Nancy 

Emotional 
reinforcement 
of hope 

“Hope is a positive feeling about the future” Nina 

“So, one needs to be very careful on how one sets one goal (…), so the goals are not too unrealistic, 
because then you won't reach them and then you will feel hopelessness.” Sylvia 

“(…) being able to stay positive is very important, because otherwise you'd never get as much done 
when you're feeling negative, and (…) disenchanted and everything's pointless.” Gabrielle 
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Appendix M: Overview of the different hope themes for pathway thinking among 

interviewees 

Different 
hope themes 
for pathway 
thinking  

Sub-themes  N  Illustrative quotes  

Cognitive 
restructuring  

Positive re-
appraisal of the 
situation 

3 “(…) the change of perspective towards the process rather than the end, that 
the way we are gonna get there is more important than the end itself (…) 
what I am doing now matters and the way that we manage to deal with it, 
through compassion and teamwork, and these gives our society at the end 
some sort of quality that even if climate change is there, this society will be a 
different society if we manage to value the process as much as it needs.” Nina 

“(…) to switch and to kind of reframe the situation and show the more positive 
sides and show reasons why we can be hopeful.” Angela  

“I am not sure if we will survive this or not, (…), we should just do what we 
have to, as much as we can. So, and that should be enough for us to feel 
positive and to feel happy about our lives.” Nina 

Motivation by 
beauty of our 
environment 

2  “(…) just feeling so sad that we're like losing all this amazing nature.” Jane 

“I just think the beauty of the world I'm very inspired by it in every kind of 
form. And it makes me very happy and inspired to preserve that (…)” Gabrielle 

Uncertainties 1 “(…) there things that are hidden on side that we have not yet discovered 
maybe, so I cannot say, and thinking of these different ideas, it gives me 
hope.” Nina 

Trust in 
sources 
outside 
oneself 

Trust in 
collective 
potential of 
human beings  

13 “I realised having a strong team of passionate individuals can really make 
something that seemed impossible become possible.” Philipp 

“But if I and everyone else is going to act then we'll be fine eventually.” Angela 

“(…) we are under-estimating this collective potential” Nina 

“(…) for example, being surrounded by all the people in my Master’s 
programme and seeing them all willing to act on those issues, invest their time 
in that, creating a sense of community among us.” Hannah 

“I'm hopeful when it comes to doing things. And I know that it's possible to 
change, to adapt and to mitigate climate change but at the same time I'm 
sceptical because of the resistance of some people (…)” Christian 

“(…) generally speaking, I personally have trust because of values.” Nancy 

Trust in political 
actors  

10 “I think honestly, the policymakers can make a huge difference (…) I do have 
the most trust in the government because that's, I think how change happens 
across all nine billion people, you know.” Clara 

“I'm not sure if I really want to trust politicians, but there's definitely a couple 
of individual politicians that I would say have a lot of power that I trust in 
bringing about change for the better.” Angela 

“But I have a lot more trust and hope in local government and local decision-
makers, just I mean, community level and how like that can trickle upwards as 
well. So, when local jurisdiction influencing their neighbour (…)” Camille 

 “I don't really trust in politics to kind of make this structural change.” Philipp 
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 Trust in social 
movements 

9 “(…) it needs to become more of like a mass movement, more than it is now. 
But I guess this could be a start.” Sylvia 

“I trust environmental movements, if we can be organised enough to enter 
governments, and to influence governments.” Livia 

“(…) when there was the big XR (Extinction Rebellion) protest in London a few 
months ago, and seeing how many people are on board with it. After that, just 
before the election, there was a poll that was released showing that people 
really valued environmental issues and looked at more concerned about them 
politically than before.” Jane 

“I mean, I guess seeing all of the different climate movements around the 
world, especially with young people, I thought that was really inspirational 
and exciting.” Nancy 

“I had hope last year. I was very hopeful that it (Fridays for Future) will have a 
real impact also, because we had elections right after that, but in the end, the 
impact for the Green Parties and the government that has still to be formed 
was not very seen.” Hannah 

Trust in science 
and academia  

8 “I've trust in science very much so but I do not trust in science being carried 
over.” Gabrielle 

“The time though, when I don't trust science, it's when it comes in with 
technology, because I don't trust technology because I, like have a fear of it, 
kind of dehumanising us and I really fear for geoengineering (…)” Nancy 

“I trust studies that are done across different fields more than I do studies that 
are done just in their own silo, and I guess, I think siloed research isn't as 
useful (…)” Camille 

“I have trust in science. I think that is also a really big role player in, in deciding 
what we do and how we do it, because the scientists will have the best or 
most accurate idea of what's going on and how we, how we need to change 
things.” Romane 

“(…) (the scientists) always have to be kind of a bit reserved and a bit kind of 
cautious, because they don't want to seem too radical. And I think the time for 
not being radical is passed, because we're now in this situation.” Jane 

“I think academia is driving a change (…)” Christian 

Trust in young 
generation 

6 “So right now, I think I see the main hope in the young generation doing such 
collective actions, events and activities. So, bring awareness into the broader 
society, also, reaching out to the older generations” 

“I just I think that it's, it's going to be the younger generation to make change 
happen.” Nancy 

“I think young people are good inspiration for hope.” Camille 

 “(…) people who are young right now they will eventually grow into decision-
making positions and then bring about change there.” Angela 

“I think it's almost too late to wait until we get into becoming the leaders.” 
Clara 

Trust in rise of 
awareness 

5 “Yes, this gives me hope to see that you are not alone and that people are 
getting more and more awareness.” Nina 
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“There's much more debate and also political action and inaction but still at 
least debate and that there's an open discourse. Such things give me hope.” 
Angela 

 “And I just think over the past few years, how much more of a conversation it 
is like how much more of a dialogue is, I just don't think that, that dialogue 
necessarily translating always into action.” Nancy 

Trust in 
business actors  

5 “I don't believe in companies” Sylvia 

“(…) there are solutions, of course, in terms of individuals that we can do. But I 
think he's just putting sand in our eyes in a way, because companies have so 
much more power to change” Livia 

“(…) they might have good (…) but they're still selling them and (…), they just 
fuelling a machine that's kind of fuelling climate change.” Hannah 

“I find it really hard to not be sceptical at least of them, that doesn't mean I 
necessarily don’t trust them, but there's like a high possibility that I will lack it, 
compared to somebody else.” Nancy 

Trust in 
environmental 
organisations  

4  “The problem I also see with these actors (NGOs), I'm looking at is the impact 
they can have because they're outside of the decision-making process in 
general. And so, they're trying to influence it from the outside. But it has not 
so far been super successful. So, I would say I identified with actor as having 
some potential to change stuffs, but I also see barriers to their achievements.” 
Hannah 

“(…) some really active organisations, they reminded the government of their 
commitments.” Romane 

Trust in 
humanity 

3 “But at the same time, just thinking about human history, we have been 
through a lot and it is not the first crisis that human beings are facing and of 
course it is gonna be a long-lasting crisis, but we have been through a lot and 
that gives me hope also.” Nina 

“(…) all the instances of people doing wonderful things for each other in the 
face of a crisis like this (the Corona virus). I do have very much hope for 
humans” Gabrielle 

“I think, within these design challenges that I've been a part of, seeing the 
diversity and the creativity of people in the face of all of these challenges is 
definitely something that gives me hope. Because they, I think, human 
creativity is, it really has a big role in in changing things, too.” Romane 

Trust in 
representatives 
and powerful 
figures 

1 “I think powerful figures and individuals that we are presented, such as our 
lovely Greta from Sweden” Angela 

Trust in art 1 “I think art has agency, in the sense that it helps individuals to explore 
complexity and to see things through different trips. And I think kind of this 
(…), trying to view the world or see problems outside of one's normal frame is 
very important in addressing any of the problems that we have today.” Philipp 
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Appendix N: Overview of the different hope themes for agency thinking among 

interviewees 

Different hope themes 
for agency thinking 

N Illustrative quotes 

Trust in one’s own ability 
to contribute to climate 
change mitigation 
through (future) 
professional engagement 

13 “(…) definitely I see myself as part of an initiative, maybe with others, maybe 
creating, creating one, that addresses some kind of social and environmental issue.” 
Philipp 

“And, but also now thinking about graduating from (my Master programme) and 
taking on a job maybe I think that's where, in the future we will have, I will have, 
hopefully have, an influence and a positive influence regarding climate change (…)” 
Angela 

“Yes, yes, absolutely. I mean, I do think I can make a difference also by choices in 
how I consume (…) but compared to the effects that I can have to my work, I don't 
think they are that big.” Christian 

 “(…) in the work that I do, in furthering the progress of science even but now as I'm 
doing quite an interdisciplinary study, also trying to, I guess, just get my work to 
align with goals toward a better future.” Romane 

“I mean, for me personally, I'm very lucky that I found a job that (…) I'm really 
passionate about. So that I'm really grateful for my own, I guess, motivation and my 
own feeling of, I guess, fulfilment, and like I'm positively impacting the world, more 
so than I ever would have expected, which is amazing.” Gabrielle 

Trust in one’s own ability 
to contribute to climate 
change mitigation 
through collective actions 

11 “(…) to do activism in a broad sense, feeling like you're doing something to make the 
world a little better together with other people (…), that gives me hope.” Sylvia 

“It's very vulnerable to do it as an individual and therefore we need to we need to be 
a collective movement.” Sylvia 

 “I'm not very active, politically active. I just basically vote. But I think more of us 
need to, including myself, need to be engaged much more politically and maybe just 
any community in trying to make some kind of change.” 

“(…) sometimes hope, when I'm in the middle of a protest, and I see all this energy 
coming from the people around me” Hannah 

“I want to be more proactive in terms of activism.” Livia 

Trust in one’s own ability 
to contribute to climate 
change mitigation by 
influencing other people 

11 “And I think, because I am just one person, but then I influence you. And then we're 
two people and then you influence two people, and then, you know, that's how it 
spreads really fast.” Clara 

“I think the main impact that I could have personally is by reaching out to my private 
networks and individuals, (…) if we think about rather long-term change, I have the 
hope that bringing, spreading awareness now will also influence their future 
actions.” Angela 

“I feel like people come to me, especially my family, or when I talk about 
environment with people that know that I'm from biology or from ecology, and I 
work with environment, and I work with climate change. I think they validate, that 
my background validates my opinion, in a way because of the knowledge of course.” 
Livia 

“I'm hopeful when I talk to people myself because it's always easier to convince 
someone talking to them” Christian 
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“I think, looking at hope, (…) a lot of what I am driven by is the impact I have on 
other people, just by them seeing me living up to my principles, and hoping that has 
an impact somehow.” Jane 

Trust in one’s own ability 
to contribute to climate 
change mitigation 
through individual actions  

10 “I am 100%, like, I need to be fully dedicated to this. And, and I have to have the 
hope that my action will make a difference. Or then that's really hopeless. So, I think 
I've decided really, that I will just be the change you wish to see in the world. I know 
sounds very cheesy, but I think it's true.” Clara 

“So, I know that I can't, I can't solve it alone. (…) But I do feel that by changing our 
behaviour and by acting consciously as citizens, we, we will influence higher up so we 
have more of like a bottom-up influence.” Romane 

“(…) your individual actions, of course, are important, and we have to practice what 
we preach but it's on the large scale not a huge tipping point.” Gabrielle 

Trust in one’s own ability 
to contribute to climate 
change mitigation by 
staying informed 

5 “I think I am really doing my best, to be conscious, to raise my awareness and to do 
as much as I can, I mean to the level of my knowledge (…)” Nina 

“I feel, kind of, maybe hopeful in the sense that maybe with this knowledge that I do 
have maybe the initiatives that I maybe take part in, I will be able to contribute 
much more useful or effective knowledge or perspectives and addressing 
challenges.” Philipp 

Trust in one’s own ability 
to contribute to climate 
change mitigation by 
creating a new social 
norm 

2 “It's kind of creating a new norm and just being that in the in the presence of others I 
think kind of affects, have effect.” Sylvia 

“And that gives me hope, because then I say, okay, these people can do it, like, I can 
do it. And then more and more people. You know, that's how you start a revolution is 
like a few people do it more and more people join and then it becomes a new norm.” 
Clara 
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Appendix O: External influencing factors on interviewees’ feeling of hope 

External influence upon 
feeling of hope 

N Illustrative quotes  

Peers 6 “I was very much influenced by my peers (…)” Nina  

“I've been hopeful since I started working with this, it changes every now and then 
because there are some really sceptical people, in the industry especially but also in 
academia, that really do not see that the world will change.” Christian  

“(…) just surround myself with other people that are doing things and that would be 
a definite pull out of that hopelessness feeling and more into the hopefulness side.” 
Romane  

Media communication 5 “(…) just reading the news is one of the most depressing things because I think the 
news is quite alarmist (…)” Phillip 

“(…) that gives me hope and also hearing about good solutions or things that people 
are doing, and hearing (…) positive stories is always helpful. I think they (these 
stories) do come across in maybe local media more so than national or international 
media.” Camille 

Collective actions 4 “There may be more active people in some organisation and be in contact with them, 
because really the group's energy will also make you more energetic and, you know, 
see some ideas from different paths to take to think about all those issues.” Hannah 

“So perhaps if I'm like participating in some kind of collective action, where I'm 
surrounded by people who are, you know so passionate about making some kind of 
change, I feel energised and a bit hopeful because I am able to see and be 
surrounded by individuals in that moment (…)” Phillip 

Knowledge  4 “In a way, because I have more tools, I feel more hopeful because “Okay, I can do 
this” (…). But at the same time, the more knowledge I have, the more I see and I get 
less hopeful. So, in a way, knowledge is heartache at the same time. Ignorance is 
bliss, in a way. It's very unbalanced.” Livia 

“And I think as I've learned more about climate change and society, it gets more and 
more complicated. And I think even though it's more complicated, I don't necessarily 
think it's discouraging, but I think it also makes taking action more complicated.” 
Camille 

“(…) once I really understood more about climate change (…) I think just with all 
those feelings and confusions, I think that's when I became more hopeful.” Nancy 

Teachers  2 “I mean, people, students look up to teachers.” Christian 

“(…) every teacher that you have has a paper on climate change, and they are 
always talking about it, and it is a big part of every course that you take (…)” Nina  
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Appendix P: Comparison of the motivational force of negative and positive emotions 

Comparison of 
negative and 
positive emotions 

N Illustrative quotes  

Motivational force 
from positive 
emotions 

5 “(…) isn't there research on the fact that positive emotions (…) are much stronger in terms 
of making a change than negative (…)?” Sylvia 

“But then, once I learned about it and started to act upon it, I would also say there are two 
different kinds of feelings, the ones that are positive and are, I think definitely the stronger 
ones. (…) It was actually mostly the positive emotions and the positive experiences that I 
made that made me want to continue and even become more proactive.” Angela 

“Definitely easier to get energy from the positive ones. So, I think the negative ones drag 
me down and then that means I just want to ignore the problem. (…) Whereas if I'm with 
positive emotions, it's kind of driven more sane: “Okay, we can make the changes and they 
don't have to be awful and we can do it together”. Rather than being dragged into 
yourself. It's more the positive ones, I think, draw yourself out to others.” Jane 

“(…) the positive emotions would drive me to keep going and keep putting myself in places 
to keep going. The negative emotions would sometimes feel like a really heavy pulling 
down.” Romane 

“I think the positive emotions almost entirely are more productive. (…) I think if you feel 
despair and hopelessness, it's very demotivating, though, of course, it can be motivating 
too. So, I think the positive ones are good to be able to focus on if possible, but I think of 
course, sometimes it's just very hard to do that.” Gabrielle 

Motivational force 
from the 
combination of 
positive and 
negative emotions 

3 “(..) the frustration (…) drives that passion to continue to go on because I want to see a 
change. But also, I think, the positive energy that comes along with it, the people who are 
appreciative of the initiative and find it useful and want to see it, grow and succeed. That 
positive energy is for sure motivating, so I think both is necessary.” Phillip  

“I think you need both in a way. So, I think you need the anger or the negative emotions as 
the engine starter and the positivity is the thing that makes the car move.” Livia 

“(…) there's always going to be some kind of negative emotion involved in talking about a 
problem that has a huge impact on people and their lives. And you have to balance it with 
positive emotions of feeling empowered to do something about it, or to feel like there's 
manageable tasks that can be done, and a plan that can be followed, and that makes 
people feel reassured.” Camille 

Paralysis in 
negative loop 
reinforcement 

3 “(…) for me personally, it is harder to get out of disappointment and frustration (…)” Nina  

“(…) sometimes I just have to ride through that helplessness and just feel it and let it soak 
in for a bit (…) I can try to pull myself out of a hopelessness and try to give myself hope, but 
then it just feels like disingenuous and makes me feel a bit more helpless.” Romane 

“(…) I think that it's too late for a lot of things to avoid the consequences. So, hopelessness 
might be a bit bigger than hope, in that sense. It doesn't mean that I will stop acting, it just 
means that I think we are fucked anyway (…)” Hannah 

“(…) it is just a reinforcing loop so we have to really intervene in order to stop 
disappointment and frustration, because it can just get you down with everything.” Nina 

Motivational force 
from negative 
emotions 

1 “I don't think one should underestimate also the emotions of guilt or anger. Anger can be 
constructive too and sadness can also be constructive in the sense that making a change or 
provoking you to try to make changes.” Sylvia 
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Appendix Q: Emotions resulting from a perceived agency contributing to goal attainment  

Emotions resulting from a 
perceived agency 
contributing to goal 
attainment 

N Illustrative quotes 

Sense of empowerment 4 “I felt empowered, I felt “Okay I can do this”. Clara 

“(…) definitely empowered (…) there's been a few strikes I have gone to in Lund 
that felt empowering because you are all coming together and I think there is a bit 
of hope there.” Nancy 

 “So, I think it's very invigorating and very inspiring (…) to feel part of something 
and, especially a part of something that I think of as positive change and making 
positive change for the Earth and for others and everything.” Gabrielle 

Sense of meaning  3 “I feel a sense of meaning.” Hannah 

“(…) would you rather be ignorant and rather just be happily living your life without 
making these decisions? And I don't think so. It would be completely different (…) 
and there wouldn't have enough gravity to it, that kind of lifestyle of just not caring 
and not knowing. Even if it does come with these heavier emotions and feelings, at 
least it feels a little bit more deliberate and intentional, the way that we live.” 
Romane 

Sense of usefulness 2 “I feel more useful. I feel like I'm not in this world just to exist.” Livia 

“(…) working on any project, even if it's small, as you accomplish things within that 
project, you get more passionate about what you're doing, and I think it makes you 
feel like what you're doing is important (…)” Camille 

Interest  2 “I realised that of course, it's possible to change and maybe it goes back to being 
interested, just. I got hope from being interested in.” Christian 

“And I wasn't necessarily that interested in it, but when I started working on it, I 
became much more interested in it. So, I think also you find passion through the 
work that you do.” Camille 
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Appendix R: Lack of or inadequacies concerning hope in the academic context  

Level  Identified lack 
or inadequacy  

N Illustrative quotes  

University 
level  

Space to 
express 
emotions in 
the academic 
context  

8 “I think that (the freedom to express negative emotions) is kind of missing. It’s kind 
of just “here's the information”. And then it's kind of closed, and then maybe we're 
all sitting at lunch together afterwards, and we can kind of discuss, but it's not 
formally within the lecture, I would say.” Clara 

“I feel like with classmates, we are in very similar moods and have similar feelings 
about the state of the planets and the state of our societies. And we tend to be very 
critical and are unable to find these kinds of more positive perspectives. And I think 
this is what is lacking in (my Master programme), where I am typically a person 
who draws energy from others (…), with so many others in my close circle feeling 
anxiety around this situation, it's been hard to find ways to find hope.” Philipp 

“I think maybe it (space to express emotions in the academic context) is more 
initiated by the individuals. I don't know if it's as much in the programme so much.” 
Gabrielle 

Inclusiveness 
of 
sustainability 
in all 
university’s 
programmes 

3 “I think the hardest part is they get stuck in the sustainability people.” Clara 

“The studies are quite limited, I think, to the field that you're in.” Christian 

“(…) the studies that I did focus very much on the technical solution itself. So, any 
impacts of this specific solution were not really taught in the lecture hall. So, any 
impact on the ecosystem and sort of the other implications, you had to learn 
yourself. But it's also an essential part.” Christian 

University 
program
me level  

Teach 
students how 
to personally 
deal with 
emotions, and 
stabilise hope 
over time 

5 “I am not affected that much, but I am affected by my friends that are experiencing 
anxiety and I have no idea on how to deal with it, and we are not skilled enough, 
we don’t have the capabilities to know how to deal with anxiety. I think that there 
are some personal skills that we have to learn and (…) it is definitely missing from 
our (Master programme) (…) there is very little emphasis, I can’t say that even one 
programme was about this, just giving students the skills to deal with their anxiety, 
or to get more hopeful about it.” Nina 

“And I think in the Master programme that I study, there aren't many spaces (…) 
where they teach the students how to cope with this information, this knowledge 
that they're receiving, because it's very heavy stuff.” Philipp 

“And then during the programme, I would say it (hope) was very much of an up and 
down.” Angela 

“(…) I just don't think that kind of concept has been brought up enough like, “Oh, 
how are you guys feeling about this so far? Like what are your thoughts on (the 
Master programme) in general?” “Like what are your thoughts on everything on 
how this world is?” (…) I just don't think there's enough reflection time in that 
programme. I just don't think that they've made space for that.” Nancy 

Teach how to 
communicate 
climate 
change  

3 “(…) it's also important that you are relatable. (…) I found this when I would talk to 
other people who don't feel very motivated to make change” Camille 

“(…) to continue the education, to pass it on to others (…) in a constructive way 
because again, talking down to people and belittling them and blaming them for 
not having the same expertise level as someone is not productive at all (…) you're 
never going to get people on your side by sitting there and criticising them and 
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making them feel small and wrong, because humans just don't react positively to 
that.” Gabrielle 

“You should show people the science, or the evidence of things would make them 
care. They have to care for a different reason, (…)  to make it personal.” Clara 

Teachers 
level  

Articulation of 
knowledge 
and practical 
actions 

5 “What gives me hope is other individuals, and to see people really fighting for some 
kind of system change and I think perhaps in academia where we're just mostly 
focused on studying, it's maybe having the side projects on our own lives. I think, 
it's not enough for me to draw energy from and to find hope in.” Philipp 

“(…) something I've been thinking but that's being more hands on, practical during 
the programme could bring more hope as well.” Hannah 

Ability to 
develop and 
express the 
pursuit goal  

2 “I'm more of a visual person, so I have this picture in my mind, but then it's hard for 
me to express it in words.” Angela 

“I feel like there's so many different aspects of that vision or dream, (…) but it's 
hard to just say it in words.” Nancy 

Emphasis of 
the role of 
emotions in 
knowledge  

2 “So, I think the emotions behind climate change are something that I've not been 
learning a lot about and would not have previously (thought about) in getting 
people to change.” Clara 

Students’ 
level  

Learn how to 
deal with 
peers’ 
hopelessness 

3 “I think most of us have had this happen to us, or it will happen to us that we have 
a colleague or a classmate that is feeling very hopeless or down, and right now I 
don't feel prepared necessarily to offer them support. But I'd like to, so I should 
maybe think about ways that I can do that.” Camille 

“(…) my peers, we maybe self-organise in talking about how we feel (…), we often 
have sessions where we just express our feelings and emotions. And we just 
speculate on how to support our friends in dealing with the emotions. We don't 
have any special training in how to deal with these emotions. We just try to support 
each other in the ways we know how to maybe comfort or support our friends. And 
maybe the feelings that we have at times, maybe the negative emotions, we 
reinforce them amongst each other. But I think that can be quite 
counterproductive.” Philipp 

“(recomforting a friend) I was looking for that missing point that if there would be 
somewhere some sources that I can just tell him go and read this, or go and ask 
this person because I am not an expert in this. But I was missing this.” Nina 

Learn how to 
personally 
handle ethical 
dilemmas 

3 “So, I try to be aware of that in my daily life, but I also try to balance that with not 
feeling guilty for everything I do, because I think that's actually harmful and not 
very sustainable for myself, emotionally.” Hannah 

“(…) element of guilt because now, when you know that you're doing things wrong 
or you could be doing things better, which is sometimes hard to deal with.” 
Romane 

Learn how to 
take care of 
oneself  

1 “(...) before Christmas (…), everything was just felt really awful. And I think I was 
seeing just the worst in everything, I wasn't really seeing any solutions. And I was 
really experiencing ecological grief (…) But then I went home for Christmas. I think I 
spent time a family and that made me feel a bit more hopeful.” Jane 

“(…) in order to be an activist and do something, you need to stay healthy, mentally 
I mean, and then it's important to take care of yourself and take the time to rest 
(…)” Sylvia 
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Appendix S: Interviewees’ expectation of sense of empowerment from university 

programme 

Degree of expectation of 
sense of empowerment 
at the end of the 
university programme  

Illustrative quotes: answers to the question “Do you expect to feel a sense of 
empowerment when you will be completed your university programme?” 

Pronounced  “I think I will get out of it (my Master programme) with a sense of usefulness, being a 
useful person for future of humanity because I am more aware of what I am doing and 
the path that I choose.” Nina 

“I think I feel empowered already (…), just making the comparison from before I started 
the programme and now, I feel so much more empowered than I had before. Because I'm 
able to understand and now analyse problems much more deeply and much more 
critically. But I think finishing this programme, I would naturally feel more empowered” 
Philipp 

“I think I did feel some empowerment completing the master programme. Also, because 
we've learned about actions that are already being taken, but also, I feel like we have 
discovered areas or fields where we could focus on (…) and a big sense of community 
made me empowered.” Hannah 

Mixed “Definitely. I think a confusion at a higher level, maybe? That the answers aren't so 
simple, but that doesn't mean they are not possible. And that there may not be the 
perfect solution, but it may be better, and you can implement it and try to work 
continuously to improve it.” Clara 

“I don't know if having another degree necessarily makes me feel empowered. But I guess 
it makes me feel like I have a higher position to work on different issues. I'm hoping that 
when I graduate, I can get a job doing something that I feel is meaningful and trust that 
the work that I'm doing is meaningful.” Camille 

Mitigated “I hope that I will, but realistically I would expect a small phase of disempowerment 
because then, the very close network that we have, this group feeling of “we are all 
together fighting for the same”, will not be present anymore because the students are 
going to go different directions and have to try to find their own and different positions, 
(…) with much more confrontation with people who might not have the same kind of 
idealistic goals.” Angela 

“I mean, I'll be happy that I'll be completed my Master’s (…), but I think I’ll also feel a bit 
disempowered going out into the real world into trying to get a job of just any kind of 
experience” Nancy 
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Appendix T: Interviewees’ recommendations for academic institutions  

Level  Identified 

suggestions in 

terms of academic 

hope promotion 

N Illustrative quotes  

Structural 

level of 

university 

Alignment with 

students’ values 

4 “But I think there could be a lot even for the university to lead and say (…) 

“Look at how we're trying to improve the sustainability of our university”, 

which I think then instils and inspires hope.” Clara” 

“(…) for universities, I think it would be a really big step if they actually prove 

that they (…) were investing in positive social and environmental and positive 

economic things. And I think if they actually made a stance saying “we're 

actually going to invest in your future”, then I think that would (…)  be really 

positive. And that would be really hopeful.” Nancy 

Research upon the 

phenomenon of 

climate anxiety 

among their 

students 

1 “(…) they have to study this, there should be more investments on that, even 

from a financial perspective, or to study more this area of climate anxiety 

and hope in the face of climate change, what you doing actually, and they 

have to be founded, so to figure out what should be done.” Nina 

Teaching 

programmes about 

emotions in the 

face of climate 

change 

1 “(…) even if it's only for a couple of days or one seminar in each and every 

programme that university has, that just deals with as well, what emotions 

are, how powerful they are, what hope is. And I think that can not only be 

useful in terms of environmental issues and in the face of climate change, 

but also for maybe the students studying psychology who want to, or 

medicine students (…) So, I think in general, it could be very empowering 

concept to have such seminars that talk about emotions (…)” Angela 

University 

programme 

level 

Development of 

interactions with 

other university 

programmes or 

external actors 

5 “But I think it is also very much a bubble. And it's (…) very easy to feel 

empowered to do something within the university climate because 

everyone's kind of working on something. But then when you have to leave 

that environment and you take it to the real-world level where I think things 

are still much … it may seem theoretically easy to do in the classroom, but 

then in real life, it's much harder. So, I think it's maybe an unrealistic 

optimism that can build within (…) the social environment inside the 

university programme.” Camille 

“I feel like we should be given the challenge and the responsibility as master 

students and the university students to say “Okay, how can you do business 

more sustainable? How can you do engineering more sustainable? How can 

you do these things?” instead of saying “this is how you should be” just 

challenging these departments or students, you know, to try to think a bit 

differently and to contribute from their perspective. I think that's important 

as well.” Clara 
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“I sometimes felt we were such an enclosed bubble that wasn't really part of 

the outside world. So maybe having more interactions with actors from other 

fields or even giving students the chance to go out and do some consultancy 

work with the municipality or engaging more with external actors.” Angela  

“I think in (my Master programme) we have kind of the opposite problem 

where we have a lot of internal community but because the university 

structure is so decentralised, we don't actually have a lot of influence on the 

rest of campus. (…) that kind of structural support is lacking here, where we 

might have a lot of really good ideas within (the Master programme) about 

local things that can happen in Lund, urge the university in a way to actually 

take them to the university. (…) I think it's very challenging to engage with 

our local community here.” Camille 

Balance the critical 

perspective with 

the celebration of 

successful cases for 

sustainability.  

5 “So, I think the programme (…) wanted to be critical and is critical. And that's 

a good thing. But I also feel that sometimes being super critical makes us just 

think. “Okay, so all those actions that are taken, they're kind of going green-

washing”. And so, there's nothing for real happening. And that makes me, 

made me feel hopeless sometimes.” Hannah 

“I think that gives a sense of hope again, because you kind of understand 

something deeper than just critiquing it. (…) Because having a critical eye, I 

understand the value in it, because it's to make things better, but also, at the 

same time, it just takes good things and makes them bad. (…) there should 

be more celebration of the small wins in academia. Definitely.” Jane 

“I think it's important to still take the little victories in that, you know, 

positive change is still positive change.” Gabrielle 

Link theoretical 

learning to 

practical 

implications  

5 “(…) lot of the courses we looked at, would see a problem, see the solution 

and then critique, but their critique was (…), there was missing the final step 

that was “after incorporations critique, how can we make it better?” And I 

think that would be a really important step because that was an indication 

that we would then make the final step on our own to be “Okay, this is bad 

this how you make it better”, but I think to really concrete and bring it all 

together that's really required.” Jane  

“(…) we work so much in a more theoretical or large-scale lens within (my 

Master programme), it makes it feel very difficult to actually apply what 

we're learning. And I think that's what's most important is that we're really 

learning how to apply these things to actual projects and actions. And that 

would give me more hope.” Camille 

“I think it is about the content. So, the knowledge base, but then, also, for 

me personally, it was about seeing practical actions, not only theories but 

also actually seeing something happen for real and ideally also being 

involved in it. So, making something happened. I think that's for me 

something that triggers hope.” Angela 
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Additional module 

to teach students 

how to deal with 

their emotions 

4 “I really think they should have breakout sessions and just reflect on what 

we've learned so far. Because otherwise it feels like go-go-go and you're just 

moving on to the next thing and learning the next thing. And so, I don't think 

there's reflection enough o, just how you feel as an individual on this 

programme so far, I think that would be really beneficial. (…) I think it would 

just make so much more purpose out of it.” Nancy 

“(…) having even just a lecture on how to transmit it and to your state, ideas 

of staying positive without being unrealistic and naive or whatever, in the 

face of a lot of scary stuff. I think that'd be extra really good idea, a good 

tool. Because I think a lot of people are at a loss of “how do you balance 

that?” because it is a very heavy material.” Gabrielle 

Internal supporting 

structure to deal 

with climate 

anxiety among 

students  

3 “I actually communicated this once with the management in (the university 

programme), that they have to think about a plan to deal with people 

anxiety, the student’s anxiety in the face of climate change. (…) I think they 

should be an office or something for dealing with these kinds of issues.” Nina 

“Maybe just a advertise that the sorts of services are available, if they 

(students) needed to, if someone needed to speak to a climate coach, that 

they would be one. And I think in the coming years it will become more and 

more useful, and maybe something that most students would take 

advantage of.” Romane 

Content of the 

courses 

3 “I think just making sure that there are a lot of examples of the good things 

going on and making sure that in our lectures, for instance, that it's not so 

doomy gloomy all the time. And I'm not saying it is. I'm just saying that, I 

think it's really important to incorporate those things, because those positive 

things motivate people, and that's what gives them hope.” Nancy 

“(…) some random lectures from some teachers that end with some hope 

speech, a case that is hopeful, but I think that it is totally missing (…)” Nina 

Link content of the 

course with 

professional 

contributions 

1 “(…) by learning you feel like you're getting all this knowledge, but then once 

you get out into the real world, it's like “How do I use those things, how do I 

influence people, how do I get a job that stands by my values?” Nancy 

Teaching 

methods 

level 

Provided space for 

expression of 

emotions in class 

9 “Maybe, facilitating conversations like this, in the classroom, and talking 

about our feelings and emotions and (…) from the beginning and through 

until the end of the programme to have this resource for students. (…) 

oftentimes we have to speak through theories and scientific knowledge but 

there isn't much space given to our own voice and our own emotions. And 

just making it compulsory to sit together and to give voice to our own 

emotions and finding ways to deal with the knowledge that we (…) learn or 

gain in that moment in time and how to cope with it.” Philipp 

“(…) I would implement in, even in lower education, like in CES, when you 

start school, I would put these emotions, education on emotions (…)” Livia 



118 

 

“(…) it was quite hard to actually express an opinion, or doubt, or hope or 

something, without it being (…) felt like it wasn't valid in a way.” Jane 

“(…) that would be really interesting to have some kind of actual structured 

ability to have that, and even just raise it as a question because I think it 

came about organically to an extent, at least for us, but I think to actually 

have a more structured way to discuss it would be interesting.” Gabrielle 

“I feel like exchanging ideas, if you really want to get people to talk and to go 

more in depth with the reflection, it should happen in smaller groups. And I 

feel that a lot of times, we were in such a big group that, for example, 

myself, I wouldn't dare speaking even if I am quite comfortable with the 

people around me. (…) So, more time for reflection in smaller groups, more 

seminars (…)” Hannah                                                      

Interactions 

between teachers 

and students 

7 “I felt like there was no hierarchical between the teacher and the students, 

and there was quite subspace for exchanges.” Hannah 

“I think it's a way of communicating. Like a small example, during my 

bachelor's, I had a professor of soil science. And he was talking about this 

problem of soil erosion. And he said “There's no solution, so, it's up to you to 

figure that out and be the leaders in this area”. And that was kind of “Oh, 

wow, this is my role of student”. I think that there could be a huge role that 

people, teachers and even the department plays and trying to instil hope in 

us and enthusiasm and our ideas moving forward and telling it, like 

reinstating, that we can be the leaders of this movement.” Clara 

“I mean, people, students look up to teachers.” Christian 

“I think it is important in academic realms to have and instil hope. And I think 

it just really has to be (…) a constructive hope. I don't think people need to be 

giving people fake hope. Even if they don't have it, they shouldn't try to give 

it, but at least not be on the other end of that scale taking away people's 

hope. It's definitely important in academia to at least be neutral.” Romane 

“(…) it's really important that we have many different professors coming in 

and sharing their expert knowledge, but I think because of that, there's a bit 

of disconnect with how you feel about a professor. (…) it makes everything 

very fragmented.” Nancy 

“I think because we know our lecturers better, you can actually go and have 

a personal conversation with them, which is something that didn't exist my 

bachelor's degree at all.” Camille 

Personal 

engagement of 

teachers into 

individual and 

collective actions  

4 “(…) when people (teachers) kind of express that they're radical and even 

better when they actually participate in the struggle, that's really inspiring 

(…) and hope-giving to me.” Sylvia 

“That will give you more hope and I remember the teacher was like “Oh, I 

was in this group and we did this and we did that” and I thought “Okay, this 

person is more involved or they can do something.” Livia 
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Student’s 

level 

Reinforcement of 

the community 

spirit and 

encouragement for 

emotional 

expression among 

students 

9 “So, I think there is more community within our (university programme) that 

supports more emotional expression” Camille 

“I think it (developing a community spirit) is harder unfortunately, because of 

the size (of the batch of students), I think that it's unheard-of to have an 

overall consensus as a one entity in a way.” Gabrielle  

“I think the community brings a lot of hope. And I do think that the 

programme already is trying to implement this sense of communities, so I 

think that's something that they do well, to instil this idea of cooperation of 

working together. So that's something I would stress.” Hannah 

“I think having some confidence and that comes also from having a 

supportive community. So, knowing where people who are also working on 

these issues and who can support you in your development is really 

important to feeling like you can trust your own work (…)” Camille 

Consideration for 

peer-to-peer 

influence among 

students  

6 “I also was exposed to these cool people who were engaging (…) which was a 

new thing for me. So that kind of gave me more hope.” Sylvia 

“I would say it got harder to be hopeful. (after I joined the Master’s 

programme) (…) I would say it got harder to be hopeful in the rest of the 

world but it got easier to be hopeful in my peers and the people that I was 

living and interacting with in Sweden.” Clara 

"I think the overall feeling of the people then inspired positively the rest of 

the people (…)” Gabrielle 

Acknowledgement 

of negative 

emotions and 

balance with 

students’ personal 

well-being 

5 “(…) maybe talk about how in this very situation, the feeling of hopelessness 

can be empowering because maybe they can't even be hope without 

sometimes being hopeless.” Angela 

 “(…) taking a step back, reminding yourself of the hopeful things that bring 

you joy, and then renewing yourself in that energy and going in.” Jane 

“(…) since I dedicate so much of my public time to it, it's really exhausting.” 

Gabrielle 

“(…) just trying to disconnect from the bigger problem because I think it's too 

much for one individual to put on themselves.” Nancy 

Encouragement for 

students’ personal 

proactive 

engagement  

3 “(…) it's super inspiring with teachers who are also activists. It makes you as 

an activist feel really seen and confirm that what you do is important.” Sylvia 

“(…) your individual actions, of course, are important, and we have to 

practice what we preach (…)” Gabrielle 

“(…) it's not inherently in the curriculum, but just the way that throughout 

(my Master programme) we are given the chance to build our own networks 

and get engaged in projects and organisations.” Angela 
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