

	Knowledge Café
We’re all in it together? The divergent experiences of encountering and contending with the emotions of being a human in a changing climate in the Global South and Global North
  

	
Scientists and practitioners working on adaptation are facing an uphill battle to find solutions that work, while also confronting the reality that they too are in the midst of the crisis. In this co-production knowledge cafe we explore how to accept the emotions that come with researching climate change and recognise how they help make our science more robust.

Scientists who express their feelings and worries about climate change are often not encouraged by their colleagues and are instead expected to carry on without acknowledging or communicating the continued inadequacy of action required to secure a liveable and sustainable future. This forces them to ignore innate aspects of their humanity such as vulnerability, which is often a catalyst for not only courage and strength but critically for increasingly needed innovation that can improve, strengthen and transform research and methodologies. Trying to resolve problems with serious consequences over which you have inadequate control is the literal definition of distress — and not surprisingly, many climate scientists are reporting feelings of distress and anxiety.

Yet there have been calls from some climate scientists from the Global North for the climate science community to curb the sharing of thoughts and emotions of vulnerability, fear or similar with the public. In particular, they call out the climate scientists who share such feelings as alarmists and doomists and accuse them of being directly responsible for paralyzing people into inaction by instilling feelings that it is too late or pointless to even try to address the climate crisis.

This paralysis narrative seems to be gaining momentum across the Global North and at times appears like it is on the verge of ‘colonising’ the way(s) in which climate scientists should communicate to the public.

We have however, not come across climate scientists from the Global South who support this call. In our experience, people for whom climate change is a daily or frequent reality do not think fears of catastrophe should be grounds for not trying to stop such an outcome–but quite the opposite! They also often wonder why their increasingly dire plights are becoming normalised, especially by those in the generally less impacted and better resourced Global North.

We are suggesting that this paralysis narrative comes from a place of inequity and indicates a biased, Global North view that dominates most of the scientific approaches taken to look at impacts, adaptation and vulnerability to climate change. The notion that speaking out on the horror of climate change is akin to creating paralysis in action is a privileged perspective held by those who are often far removed from lived experiences at the frontlines of climate impacts. Furthermore, when it comes to communicating the reality of climate change and its impacts on the world, is it ‘alarmist’ of those researchers communicating about climate change to express their feelings of distress around it, if the message really is ‘alarming’? How can we expect the public to act on our messages of urgency, if the messenger doesn’t seem to be concerned at all?

In this participatory session, we will begin by presenting a paper that we published in September 2024, following a newspaper article in The Guardian featuring worried IPCC scientists from May that same year. We will discuss the reactions to these messages and outline different narratives and ways of understanding them from Global South and Global North perspectives.

We will then break into groups facilitated by the three main organisers and additional colleagues from our sister session* to discuss how emotions and worries about climate change affects our work as scientists or practitioners, and how we might adjust our communications, the focus of our work or the topics we engage with based on these emotions. We will start by thinking about how we feel now, and the second session will focus on what we might change, including our attitudes, given what we have learned during the session. Questions that we will engage with include:

1. Is ‘action paralysis’ only something that is found in the Global North?
2. What might be the cause of the differences in how the climate crisis affects our attitudes around the world?
3. Is a focus on emotions unscientific and how can concerns about bias in the science due to worries about climate change be addressed?

Midway through the discussions, we will pause to reflect on the key issues that have come up in the different groups. We will then come together in the end for a discussion on what is needed to support the work (for example, support groups) and whether there are policy changes we think need to be pushed for, in order to address issues of emotions and the divergences between Global North and Global South. 


*This session is a sister session to one on Emotions of Climate change organised by Meg Mills-Novoa and colleagues.


Participant 1
Full Name: Lisa Schipper 
Organisation: University of Bonn
Bio: Lisa Schipper has spent nearly three decades researching adaptation, maladaptation and development. She is professor of Development Geography at the University of Bonn, where she coordinates the AdaptationHive collective for Critical Adaptation Studies. As an author of three recent IPCC reports, she is increasingly worried about the lack of action by governments. 

Participant 2
Full Name: Shobha Maharaj
Organisation: University of Fiji
Shobha Maharaj is an adaptation specialist who is currently an Adjunct Professor at the University of Fiji where she is assisting with the development of the Ecological and Climate Crises Legal Institute. She was an author of the IPCC AR6 WGII in the Small Islands chapter and Summary for Policymakers.

Participant 3
Full Name: Gretta Pecl
Organisation: University of Tasmania
Gretta Pecl is Professor of marine ecology at the Institute​ for Marine and Antarctic Studies)​, and Director of the Centre for Marine Socioecology. She focuses on species and ecosystem responses to climate change, and the development of adaptation options for natural resource management. She was an IPCC AR6 author. 

 




