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Abstract: The aim of this study is to analyse the emerging discourse of ‘flight shaming’ in the climate change 
debate in Sweden. A discourse analysis was applied to a selection of translated printed newspaper articles from a 
variety of Swedish media outlets. The study found that the debate is centred around key themes or elements that 
help define the discourse on ‘flight shaming’. These were identified as; the ‘Greta-effect’ provoking fear in 
relation to climate change, the negative delivery of the climate change crisis, complexity attached to shame, 
metaphoric use of urgency attached to climate issues, passive phrases used to address the social norm of flying, 
and rhetorical devices of science communication to enhance the validity of the claims within the social context. 
The characteristic elements alongside the discourse’s identified contributions to the climate change debate in 
Sweden were also detected as; the bottom-up approach through the use of a social movement, shaming Greta 
through the use of language surrounding her name, the aviation industry’s effects creating change, the 
government’s effects triggering political reaction and the metaphors conveying urgency regarding climate change. 
The implications of this study can contribute to the way in which trending social climate movements can be 
portrayed by the media and received by the individual consumer, in working towards consideration of actions 
which can lead to more sustainable ways and results of domestic and international travelling. 
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Summary: With global temperatures continuing to rise at a globally unsustainable rate due to the vast amounts 
of greenhouse gas emissions being released into the earth’s atmosphere, contributing industries are receiving more 
focus in regards to their amounts of emissions released and their transparency in what they are doing about it. The 
aviation industry, moreover, flying commercially, makes up for a total of 2.4% of the world’s carbon dioxide 
emissions which is an equivalent to the sixth largest emitting country in the world. The significance of this effect 
is important due to the exponential increase in travellers each year. More sustainable solutions have been 
considered and are starting to take form within the aviation industry such as, introducing cleaner energy sources 
such as biofuels and electricity, alongside the introduction of flying taxes. However, these actions are not moving 
fast enough to tackle the detrimental effects flying currently has on the climate. To face these problems, 
environmental and climate movements such ‘flight shaming’, are being seen within today’s society. ‘Flight 
shaming’ is an emerging concept that was first seen in Sweden, originating from the Swedish word ‘flygskam’, 
although now it is even being seen and used at an international level. The idea was to indirectly make people 
reconsider their flying habits because of the negative effects in which air travel emissions have upon the climate. 
Therefore, often abstaining from traveling by plane and considering alternatives such as train travel. The societal 
impact of feeling ashamed if choosing to fly is seen to be the main result of this movement. 

In this thesis, the aim is to analyse how, through the work of Swedish media outlets, the concept of ‘flight shaming’ 
has emerged as a new discourse within the Swedish climate change debate and what are its characteristic elements.  

A discourse is often understood to be a formal way of thinking and that is communicated through language. Using 
a discourse analysis in this thesis, which is a theory that analyses how language is used in real life situations, 
resulted in identifying key discourse characteristic elements of the emerging discourse. These elements were 
presented as; the ‘Greta-effect’ provoking fear in relation to climate change, the negative delivery of the climate 
change crisis, complexity attached to shame, metaphoric use of urgency attached to climate issues, passive phrases 
used to address the social norm of flying, and rhetorical devices of science communication to enhance the validity 
of the claims within the social context. To then understand how the communication of this emerging discourse 
enters the climate change debate in Sweden, the following contributions were obtained from the results of the 
discourse analysis; ; the bottom-up approach, shaming Greta, the aviation industry’s effects creating change, the 
government’s effects triggering political reaction and the metaphorical urgency regarding climate change.  

The results from this study can contribute to the way in which trending social climate movements can be portrayed 
by the media and received by the individual consumer, in working towards consideration of actions which can 
possibly lead to more sustainable ways and results of domestic and international travelling. 
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1. Introduction 
‘Flygskam’ (in Swedish) or ‘flight shaming’ is an emerging concept which has become embedded 
within the realm of environmental consumerism, tourism, and travel. The term implies that flying is 
somewhat socially unacceptable due to its high carbon footprint, according to environmental and 
climate activists (BBC, 2019). This relatively new concept may reflect a greater social awareness of the 
links between individual carbon emissions and its effects. In addition, the social peer pressure may 
influence individual decision making when planning trips and/or vacations. The term ‘flygskam’ 
originated in Sweden, 2017, through a very small social movement within a group of well-known 
Swedes who vouched for boycotting travelling by plane. The use of the term, almost immediately 
associated a noticeable correlation through a decrease in passengers using aviation travel (Trafik 
Analys, 2020). According to a study made by WWF Sweden (WWF, 2019), by 2019 nearly 23 percent 
of the population actively searched for and chose other alternatives of transportation instead of flying 
in order to minimise the effects flying has upon climate change.  

One of the underlying causes for the pressures and shame involved in the process of purchasing flight 
tickets, are the alarming detrimental effects from which commercial aviation creates each year. Carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions from just commercial flights alone, equates to a total of 2.4 percent of the 
global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions each year, which is equivalent to the emissions of the sixth 
largest emitting country in the world (in comparison to countries total energy consumption emissions) 
(Graver, et al., 2019). Although this figure may seem somewhat insignificant in comparison to other 
impacting industries, the dramatic increase in CO2 emissions due to commercial aviation, is worrying 
as it has increased by 32 percent over the past five years (Graver, et al., 2019). Therefore, the concept 
of ‘flight shaming’ could be a potentially effective way to induce individual consumers to decrease their 
aviation travel, and to work towards remediation from the effects that their individual travel and the 
aviation sector in general has on the climate.  

The effect of public debate and social media, as well as the use of morally loaded concepts such as 
‘flight shaming’ on the behaviour of people, is a significantly understudied field. More specifically, 
with a focus on travel. Even though the concept is relatively new, some research can already be found 
on ‘flight shaming’ and how it could possibly influence the future of air travel (see Flaherty and Holmes 
(2019), Mkono and Hughes (2020) and Gössling et al. (2019)). The gap in understanding the new 
concept of ‘flight shaming’ within the wider climate change debate in Sweden, is acknowledged in this 
study. The concept’s effects relate to the influence on individual’s behaviour in terms of consumer 
choice within the flying sector. This can also transfer to other environmental or sustainable consumerist 
decisions. The United Nations (2015) recognises the importance of tackling unsustainable behaviours 
in relation to consumer choice. Therefore, it is important to highlight the sustainable development 
targets in which ‘flight shaming’ can be relevant. Predominantly Goal 12: responsible consumption and 
production, in the globally recognised Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2015). 
Although SDG12 is significant for the purpose of this thesis, the synergetic importance in understanding 
and working towards the SDGs brings forth many other goals which are apparent throughout this study 
(Le Blanc, 2015).  The importance of decarbonisation in the aviation transport sector, is vital in reducing 
impacts which cause global climate change (Zhang, 2020). Although, as pointed out by Zhang (2020, 
p. 15) “without active and powerful policy intervention, future transport-related energy consumption 
and carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions will maintain rapid growth, and the transport sector will still 
remain heavily reliant on fossil fuels”. Thus, the importance of investigating and understanding how 
the public debate may reshape individual behaviour is of acute relevance. In this thesis I focus on the 
exploration of how the concept is defined and represented in Swedish media, through the lens of 
discourse theory.  

With predictions of global temperatures expected to rise significantly by 2030, the need for a transition 
in humans’ consumptive behaviours to more sustainable options, are imperative to mitigate the vast 
changes to the earths vital ecosystems (IPCC, 2018). Therefore, an analysis of what may be a transition 
in Sweden, helps with analysing the influence in which social norms and behaviours potentially sway 
certain markets, whilst also informing possible policy changes. This approach can change the 
understanding of important social movements which significantly impact the way in which the 
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individual makes sustainable decisions. The study is therefore important as the shaming effect placed 
upon transport users and the individual consumers in the twenty first century is increasing and defining 
itself within society. The effect of ‘flight shaming’ created by societal pressures, can significantly 
influence the ways in which consumers make more sustainable decisions regarding climate issues such 
as the impact caused by released emissions from the aviation sector. The effect of ‘shaming’ can be 
seen as fundamentally interpersonal and the understanding of the links between moral messaging and 
social pressure transferred to understand various realms of human decision making processes 
(Rukgaber, 2018). 

 

 

1.1. Research Questions 
The aim of this study is to analyse how, through the work of Swedish media outlets, the concept of 
‘flight shaming’ has emerged as a new discourse within the Swedish climate change debate and what 
are its characteristic elements. This objective will be attained by employing discourse analysis as the 
analytical framework through which I interpret my empirical material. More specifically, I draw upon 
the discourse approach of Dryzek (1997). The framework in which Dryzek (1997) presents consists of 
the following four elements; basic entities whose existence is recognised or constructed, assumptions 
about natural relationships, agents and their motives, and key metaphors and other rhetorical devices. 
This approach is used in this thesis to gain a wider understanding of the discourse around ‘flight 
shaming’, and how it is portrayed in the Swedish context within the climate change debate. The 
empirical data consists of 45 press articles from four main Swedish newspapers: Dagens Nyheter, 
Svenska Dagbladet, Aftonbladet and Expressen. 

The aim is guided by two research questions: 

1. What are the characteristic elements of the emerging ‘flight shaming’ discourse in the Swedish 
(media) debate on climate change? 
 

2. How has the ‘flight shaming’ discourse in the Swedish media contributed to the climate change 
debate in Sweden? 
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2. Background 
The background section consists of four subsections which set the scene and timeline of how flying 
practices and behaviours in Sweden have originated and developed throughout the past century. The 
subsections focus on how aviation has developed and been perceived throughout time. The chapter thus 
contextualises how aviation in Sweden fits into the climate change debate, which in turn sets the scene 
for understanding when and how ‘flight shaming’ enters the debate. 

 

2.1. Air travel in Sweden 
Commercial air travel in Sweden dates back to the year 1924 when the Aktiebolaget Aerotransport 
(ABA) was founded in order to create a Swedish owned carrier which could potentially dominate the 
market before other countries (Swedish Transport Agency, 2012).  According to the Swedish Transport 
Agency (2012), in the 1930s a major stakeholder took charge, the State, choosing to securitise the carrier 
so that both domestic and international routes were able to be launched. Understandably, the following 
years the commercial aviation market were somewhat disrupted by World War II, meaning that 
Sweden’s significantly expansive plans of creating a trans-Atlantic route were put on hold. Once the 
war was over in 1945, the formation of Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS) was formed between the 
countries Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. This opened a whole new set of possibilities for both 
domestic and international travel in Sweden. The domestic aviation first started with both newspaper 
and mail delivery to new airports which in turn created the great opportunity to establish commercial 
travel within Sweden. Throughout the 1950s to the 1970s, a somewhat stable growth in aviation travel 
was noticed, however, domestic aviation in the Swedish transport sector continued to remain small and 
was more or less considered a means of transportation for businessmen only (Swedish Transport 
Agency, 2012, p. 9). This slow growth lead to a peak demand in domestic aviation during the 1980s 
when not only road and rail transport were considered the only means of domestic transportation, rather 
flight was the new alternative (Swedish Transport Agency, 2012). This so-called boom in domestic 
travel within Sweden was significantly noted throughout travel statistics where 750,000 passengers 
were carried in 1965, to a comparison of 8.6 million in 1988 (ibid). On the international commercial 
aviation side, the term ‘charter flights’ proved themselves popular, by establishing themselves 
throughout the 1950s due to the prosperity of economic expansion in which both Sweden and the rest 
of the ‘Western World’ were experiencing. The Swedish Transport Agency (2012) noted that the 
popularity of tourism expanding to the Mediterranean due to the more temperate climate, alongside the 
economic prosperity, led to a “strong purchasing power” (ibid, 2012, p10). This initiation of 
international travel carried on at a steady rate as aviation technology grew stronger, competing airlines 
started to reduce their prices and the boost of availability for more airports/destinations, steered the 
consumer into a more ‘exotic’ travel destination choice that was of overseas classification. In 1990, 
there was a transformation in Sweden’s commercial aviation; domestic air travel showed a significant 
decrease, whereas international travel was contrarily increasing (Swedish Transport Agency, 2012). By 
2012, The Swedish Transport Agency reported that both the combination of the introduction of a higher 
travel tax and the addition of new trains had a significantly negative impact upon the aviation industry. 
However, the entry of Sweden into the European Union increases the amount of international travel 
from Sweden. This led to the steady growth of international air travel. In 2017, the year the concept of 
‘flight shaming’ was first introduced in Sweden, international travel continued to increase the same 
year, however, domestic flights since 2017 started to decrease and have continued to do so. The report 
from Trafik Analys (2019) (the official statistics on flight travel), presented the amount of domestic 
flights throughout the past year of 2018, which showed a decrease of four percent compared to the year 
before. International travel increased by two percent, which was considered relatively small compared 
to the previous year (Trafik Analys, 2019). Continuing this negative trend, the following year in 2019 
showed a decrease in domestic passengers by about nine percent from the previous year’s results. 
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Significantly enough, international air travel also decreased by about two percent in passengers 
compared to the year before (Trafik Analys, 2020). These statistics can be seen more clearly below in 
fig. 1. 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Graph from Trafik Analys (2020). Number of passengers from international – respective 
domestic. Passengers in millions. Years 2009-2019. The blue colour represents international 
passengers and the orange represents domestic passengers. 

 
Throughout the past hundred years, Sweden alongside the rest of the world have seen significant 
changes in commercial aviation. The perception and overall representation of what it means to use air 
travel as a means of transportation, has changed drastically. During the 1950s when international travel 
was being established globally, the common depiction of travelling overseas was to gain knowledge, 
learn different cultures and histories, alongside gaining the experience of being in an entirely foreign 
country which has different customs and societal formations. One could say that the main focus was on 
the importance of ‘getting out there to see the world’. This idea is still prevalent within today’s society. 
In recent years, the shift in the public attitude of flying has been informed by environmental research 
and how the emissions behind one single commercial aviation trip (whether it be domestic or 
international), can harmfully impact the earth’s natural environment due to the amount of CO2 
emissions that are being released (EASA, 2019). This awareness has created an attitudinal shift and a 
new perception of how flying practices are seen today (Davidson, et al., 2014; Prillwitz & Barr, 2011). 
The debate around the environmental effects of commercial aviation, is increasingly becoming a 
globally common topic. Despite the relative amount of released emissions from civil aviation in global 
total, it has been pointed out that any sudden increases in emissions not only from the aviation sector, 
rather recognisable emitting sectors, could be detrimental to efforts in working towards climate goals 
and targets with the aim of evading intense climate change (Macintosh & Wallace, 2009). Thus, the 
importance of recognising a sharply increasing emission trend within the aviation sector to ensure 
mitigation measures are ensued are essential. Movements such as boycotting flying through the 
emergence of ‘flight shaming’, and public and industry initiatives pushing for technology and policy 
changes, are noticeable outcomes of the concern surrounding the increase of carbon emissions produced 
by the aviation sector. Although these movements are considered a challenging task when combating 
reduced emissions within the aviation industry, the idea of creating change pressures governments to 
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interact and act accordingly. The governments involvement is crucial if we want this complex issue to 
be effectively addressed (Capoccitti, et al., 2010). This way of perceiving the commercial aviation 
industry “is increasingly in conflict with societal goals to limit climate change and challenges related 
to air pollution, noise, and infrastructure expansion” (Finance and Trade Watch, 2016; Gössling and 
Upham, 2009, as cited in Gössling, et al., 2019). This current perception, highlights the importance of 
how flying practices are established within the climate change debate both in Sweden and worldwide. 
Thus, setting the scene for the continuation of this thesis. 

 

2.2. Climate impacts of air travel 
In 2006, the greenhouse effect was globally recognised as a major crisis in human history (Anshelm & 
Hultman, 2014, p. 4). Increased occurrences of natural disasters which directly affected human life as 
well as non-human, raised the awareness of the concern which was no longer just considered for 
scientists and environmentalists (Anshelm & Hultman, 2014). After 2006, the term climate change was 
widely seen throughout global media and grabbed the attention of the global public. Climate change 
raised the discussion of “which values, lifestyles and societal structures of consumer democracies were 
finally revealed as unstainable” (Bluhdorn, 2011 as cited in Anshelm & Hultman, 2014, p. 5).  

The aviation industry is commonly known for being a significantly rising part of global greenhouse gas 
emissions (Capoccitti, et al., 2010, p. 67). Although the aviation industry is a moderate contributor to 
the total global amount of greenhouse gas emissions, throughout climate change literature, it is stressed 
that this impact should not be overlooked. The aviation industry has grown immensely throughout the 
past few decades and records of drastic amounts of emission intensities have coincidentally been noticed 
(Macintosh & Wallace, 2009, p. 266). On the other hand, fuel efficiency has also significantly increased, 
following the same trend. However, considering these somewhat effective improvements in fuel 
efficiency, aviation CO2 emissions are continuing to rise (Macintosh & Wallace, 2009).  

The main climatic impacts in which the aviation industry cause relate to overall climate change issues 
such as local and regional pollution and stratospheric ozone decline and increased surface radiation 
(Capoccitti, et al., 2010, p. 68). When an aircraft is up in the air, the engines emit a range of damaging 
emissions which in turn can both indirectly and directly change chemical compositions within the 
atmosphere (RCEP, 2002, as cited in Capoccitti, et al., 2010, p. 68). These negative effects influencing 
the atmospheric environment, are initially caused by the use of fossil fuels in which majority of the 
aviation industry use today.  

The future projections of the growth in aviation suggest that if the industry continues to expand with 
‘business-as-usual’, namely using fossil fuels, will push the aviation environmental footprint to an all-
time high. Innovative technology is considered to significantly improve the reduction of the footprint if 
done successfully (Zhang, 2020).  

 

2.3. Climate change debate in Sweden 
Climate change, according to the Swedish government, have been prioritised since the early 1990s. 
Since then, the reliability and validity of research on climate change as anthropogenic and linked to 
GHG emissions have increased. The core focus of the Swedish Government is to mitigate and ensure 
that harmful emissions are educed, to reduce their detrimental effects on today and in the future ( 
Swedish Commission on Climate and Vulnerability, 2007). As early as 1991, Sweden introduced a 
‘carbon dioxide tax’, which was considered very progressive within the global climate change debate 
during this period. This was considered a response to the first report published from the UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1990. This decision to introduce the taxation 
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system, increased the awareness within Swedish politics on the effects of climate change. In the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, Sweden acknowledged the fact that anthropogenic warming will 
enhance the likelihood and vulnerability of/to extreme weather events. Although Sweden is not prone 
to big catastrophic weather extremities, increased amount of extreme precipitation and high 
temperatures have been forecasted due to global warming effects ( Swedish Commission on Climate 
and Vulnerability, 2007). Throughout the past few decades, Sweden has been very active in the 
European Union and global conventions in preparation for formulating policies related to climate 
change at a national level in Sweden. Recently in 2017, Sweden adopted a new climate policy 
framework. The entirety of the framework contains the climate act, climate targets and a climate policy 
council (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2019). Although in principle, this framework 
looks desirable for a positive influence on the awareness of climate change in Sweden, many argue that 
this is not the case as political influence is considered ineffective for not just climate issues and that the 
framework lacks efficacy (Murphy, 2019; Brännlund, 2018). The climate acts long-term goal of Sweden 
is to have zero net greenhouse gases by 2045 at the latest, and after that, to achieve negative emissions 
(Ministry of the Environment and Energy, 2018). Alongside the ambition to create a coherent climate 
policy which will withstand political shifts, it is also considered a key component of Sweden’s efforts 
to comply with the Paris Agreement (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2019). Interestingly 
enough, similarities with the Paris Agreement, the policy arrangement states that domestic flights are 
not included in their proposed short-term goals of reducing domestic transport emissions by 70 percent 
by the year 2030 compared to the figures recorded in 2010, these are stated in the policy framework as 
‘supplementary measures’ (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2019). Even though domestic 
flights are disregarded in the short-term targets, the government implies it to be considered for the long-
term targets as an attempt in working towards the Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) within 
the Paris Agreement (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2020). In working 
towards the long-term targets, on April 1st 2018, Sweden introduced a departure tax (passengers 
departing from a Swedish airport both domestically and internationally) taxed on flights, the size 
depending on the distance travelled (Transportstyrelsen, 2019). The tax was created for air carriers of 
flights that carried more than ten people (Skatteverket, n.d.). This fundamentally placed the 
responsibility on the airlines to regulate the cost of the tax in relation to ticket prices for passengers. 
The matter of the departure tax, stirred controversial discussions throughout media regarding whether 
the tax was combating the issue of released emissions through improvement of technology and 
renewable fuels, or not (Brännlund, 2018; Knutson, 2017). Critics argue that the tax is too costly for the 
individual and society, while having very little impact on reduced emissions from the aviation sector 
(Brännlund, 2018). In this debate it is then interesting to look at other ways of affecting individual 
interest in aviation, and having given the reader a background to the thesis, I will now go on and look 
at the history of the ‘flight shaming’ debate.  

 

2.4. Flight shaming enters the debate, when and how 
The ‘flight shaming’ concept entered the Swedish debate on climate change in 2017. The word 
‘flygskam’ in Swedish was used to describe a stance against flying, in which a small group of well-
known individuals took part in. According to several media sources, the concept was first used when 
Staffan Lindberg wrote a newspaper article asking people to make a pledge to give up air travel for the 
sake of the environment. This pledge was then signed by five well known Swedes, including Greta 
Thunberg’s mother, Malena Ernman and Olympic gold medallist Björn Ferry (Patel, 2020; BBC, 2019). 
The idea with the pledge was to make people reconsider their flying habits because of the negative 
effects in which air travel emissions have upon the climate. Making people aware of the impact, was 
the main reason behind the newspaper article, the pledge, and the later movement that arose from it. 
The word/s became known in English as ‘flight shaming’ and started to become more mainstream in 
2019 when environmental movements such as the Extinction Rebellion and Greta Thunbergs ‘Fridays 
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for Future’ climate movement, started supporting this action. Greta Thunberg, in her rise to 
unintentional fame, via her environmental activist role within society, popularised the concept of ‘flight 
shaming’ when she vowed to not fly by plane, a decision which she has successfully managed to uphold, 
despite a trip across the Atlantic (Hook, 2019). Additionally, the word ‘flygskam’ was named as an 
official word in Sweden’s vocabulary in 2018, and was the most noticed ‘new word’ of 2018 (Institut 
för Språk och Folkminnen, 2018). This word has been recognised globally and seen throughout various 
global media outlets, although the word has not made an official status in any other country apart from 
Sweden. 

Since the movement surrounding ‘flight shaming’ started, significant media recognition regarding the 
intended effect in what the movement is really doing in connection to the wider climate change debate, 
has been recognised globally, and even more so throughout Sweden. Whilst the concept is relatively 
new, it is hard to determine what long-term effects the movement will have upon flying within Sweden 
and even internationally. The correlation of the two trends, is not entirely clear and supported due to 
the lack of research on the topic. Other factors could have contributed to the result of a noticeable 
decrease in flying statistics, not solely because of the emerging concept of ‘flight shaming’. In regard 
to 2020’s current global pandemic situation, this trend will be almost impossible to assess due to the 
more recent effects in which Covid-19 has had on the wholesale halting of the aviation industry. Many 
media outlets (see references in Chapter 1) have insinuated that a decreasing number in commercial air 
travel from Swedish travellers, has been recognised since the concept embedded itself within society, 
others recognise the increase of overall global travellers. The controversy in asking people to fly less, 
sparks the argument surrounding how important aviation is for meeting family and friends, importing 
and exporting goods and services, learning new cultures and history, and even just for human wellbeing, 
by being able to relax whilst on holiday and feel a sense of euphoria (Davidson, et al., 2014). This 
notion of flying for the frequent traveller, is perceived as very important and of great value. As 
mentioned previously, only around two percent of the world’s emissions come from commercial 
aviation. Whereas, eight percent comes from the fashion industry and a sizeable 25 percent of global 
emissions, is produced by the food industry (Asquith, 2020). But the debate can create greater awareness 
amongst the public and more specifically, make frequent travellers more aware of the impacts from 
climate change which as I have discussed in the introduction, may also spill over onto other forms of 
consumption. Thus, the conversation surrounding ‘flight shaming’ and the social effects it has on the 
individual consumer, has the potential to create a wider movement directed elsewhere within the climate 
change debate. This spill on behavioural effect could potentially aid in creating a global shift towards 
shaming other harmfully emitting industries and not just the aviation industry. These sorts of 
developments within the wider climate change debate, is where the concept of ‘flight shaming’ is now 
made to be understood and situated within Swedish society.  
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3. Literature Review 
The literature review conducted in this thesis provides a concise and summarised identification on 
relevant literature for the understanding of the concept ‘flight shaming’ and what gaps there are within 
the field.  

3.1. The effect of shame 
The feeling of shame and often guilt are commonly seen as self-conscious negative emotions (Giner-
Sorolla, et al., 2011). Throughout the study conducted by Giner-Sorolla et al. (2011), the TOSCA (Test 
if Self-Conscious Affect) method was used to address and identify patterns which emerge from defining 
the different emotions of both shame and guilt. Interestingly, the aim of determining the guilt and shame 
scales and how they measure in terms of affect or action, resulted in shame having a somewhat more 
distinguishable correlation to the subjects experiencing self-critical emotion. Although the study by 
Giner-Sorolla et al. (2011) is not specifically connected to the study of environmental and sustainable 
effects of shame, the important result from the emotion of shame as a self-critical concept, highlights 
the role in which the effect of shame has on the detected individual consumers within the research of 
this study. Thus, understanding themes that relate to the effect of shame. This observation provides 
guidance to the following literature. 

The experience of shame as a self-critical emotion can expand in becoming fundamentally 
interpersonal. Rukgaber (2018) elaborates on the non-voluntary physiological behavioural responses 
which are commonly considered as “boundary reactions”. These behavioural reactions relation to the 
effect of shame, significantly produce a notion of social vulnerability. Social vulnerability is touched 
upon extensively throughout Rukgabers (2018) research in regard to the existence in which “shame 
tracks exclusion and inclusion in human groups or the “intersubjective bridge of trusting acceptance” 
(ibid, p. 84). This ‘intersubjective bridge’ forms the viewpoints of what social structures are built upon. 
It needn’t be that the co-participants as Rukgaber (2018) describes, agree on the collaborative 
viewpoint, however, the major driver that affects the individual in terms of feeling the shame, reflects 
the interpersonal trust and the acceptance of others in which the main goal is made to coexist in. This 
reciprocation of relations and interpersonal beliefs and behaviours commonly build the social bonds in 
which both trust and shame create significant conscious effects. This is how the individual becomes 
shaped through society in relation to making significant decisions of which adhere to the so-called social 
norms. Thus, one can consider the effect in which shame has on the individual when it comes to the 
concept of ‘flight shaming’, as way of shaping the way an individual feels and reacts towards the notion 
surrounding the actions involved with flying per se.  

 
 
3.2. Green Consumers 
The definition by Hsiu-Yi & Meng-Hsiang (2015) defines that “green consumption involves 
comprehensive ethical consumerism, which, in addition to environmental protection, emphasizes the 
principles of fairness and justice and promotes approaches to consumption that facilitate the 
sustainability of the Earth’s resources and the assumption of social responsibility” (ibid, p. 326). 
Therefore, the common understanding of varying discourses around green consumers are readily 
associated with overall sustainability (Gilg, et al., 2005). This collaboration of understanding leads onto 
the significant study by McDonald et al. (2015), who use the cognitive dissonance analytical framework 
to understand the attitude-behavioural gap between green consumers in relation to the continuation of 
flying commercially. In their study, the major points of significance, are the role in which the green 
consumers play. Whether it be that the green consumer abides to certain beliefs and rationales which 
influence their decisions not to fly, or that they cognitively follow such rationales but the actions of, for 
example flying, are still taking place. The theory of cognitive dissonance is useful in understanding the 
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gap between adopted attitudes and actual behaviours and how they make themselves evident in relation 
to the notion of flying (McDonald, et al., 2015). Cognitive dissonance can therefore relate to those 
representations of shame and the affect it has upon the consumer, especially in a green consumerism 
context. 

In addition to cognitive dissonance and its relation to the effect in which ‘flight shaming’ has on adopted 
attitudes and actual behaviours, one can recognise the importance in which Akehurst et al. (2012) 
elaborates on in relation to green consumerism. Which is, developing the understanding and educating 
the consumers of the environmental problems at hand with a main focus of portraying the environmental 
features, advantages and benefits that are widely associated with the product in terms of its impact on 
ecological preservation (Akehurst, et al., 2012, p. 984). Therefore, the focus on a more proactive 
approach is seen to be emerging in relation to green consumerism. This relates significantly to the way 
in which the emergence of ‘flight shaming’ is made to be understood within society and how it correlates 
to a green consumerist approach. The way in which communications are desired by the public, to be 
presented in a way to include all aspects of the product or consumed action, all positive and negative in 
terms of its function, however, likewise in terms of its ecological impact. A more transparent way of 
communicating consumerist choices is of great importance to the green consumer. The way in which 
‘flight shaming’ ties into this literature, is the way in which the movement sets forth the communication 
aspect of how detrimental flying actually is for the climate, thus, creating a way for the consumer to 
reconsider their options through the consumerist power of choice. 

In this study, understanding green consumer behaviour as adopting a more sustainable lifestyle, which 
in turn brings about increasing complexity within decision-making processes for the individual 
consumer, relates seamlessly to the aim of this thesis (Akehurst, et al., 2012). Thus, creating a wider 
understanding of the emergence of the ‘flight shaming’ discourse as its behavioural effects which are 
proposed and lead to be understood as a more sustainable lifestyle choice.  

 

 
3.3. Media as agents of social change 
The media understandably represents two types of faces which in turn demands our attention. These are 
known as ‘vessels’ to communicate information, and ‘messages’ that are carried throughout, all to 
convey meanings and claims (Barnett & DeLuca, 2019, p. 103). Deciphering and understanding how 
media impact the individual are always seen in different ways. Barnett & DeLuca (2019) show 
throughout their essays, the way in which media significantly acts as an agent for significant social 
change. The media tend to somewhat orientate individuals and groups to consider or believe different 
worldviews and visions. Therefore, this shaping mechanism influence the way humans change, behave, 
think and understand (Barnett & DeLuca, 2019, p. 103). In the literature, the discussion involving media 
are often observed as not drawing attention to themselves, rather, the individual creating their own 
acceptance from the delivery, which in turn is significant to the social change and constructions that 
form around the subject. Liao et al. (2016) touch upon the media as an indirect source of shaping an 
individual to  “engage in pro-environmental behaviour, through their perceptions of media influence on 
others, attitudes and perceptions of prevailing social norms” (ibid, p. 52). This quote highlights the 
importance of gaining an understanding of the media as an agent for social change in the context of this 
study as it seamlessly reflects upon the way in which the emerging discourse of ‘flight shaming’ is made 
to be understood through the delivery of the concept. 

An early although somewhat interesting and applicable conceptualisation framed by Kotler & Zaltman 
(1971), leads the focus of how marketing concepts can be effectively applied to promote social 
objectives. Thus, encompassing the influence in which the media can have in acting as an agent for 
social change. Even though this understanding is quite different as it focuses on the social marketing 
and advertising aspect which is rather structured and intended to reach the audience through its 
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influence, it links into more recent and modern literature as presented by Hjarvard (2008) and Hallin 
(2008). 

Hallin (2008) touches upon the late twentieth century and the neoliberalism, social movements and 
change in media systems. More specifically his representation of the evolved political and social 
context, which can be understood for this thesis as the way that the transformation of the media moved 
through a shift from collectivist to individualist tendencies within communications (Hallin, 2008, p. 
47). This positions restructuring of the media to a more structured power and political participation, 
fosters the debate regarding the democratic public sphere and how complex the aspects of social and 
political life are answered differently (Hallin, 2008, p. 56).  

The connection between mediatisation and postmodernism is identified through the work of Baudrillard 
(1994) in Hjarvard (2008). Baudrillard’s statements are seen as somewhat concluding and hard to 
interpret, although the main identification in which Hjarvard (2008) point out “is that media 
representations of reality have assumed such dominance in our society that both our perceptions and 
constructions of reality and our behaviour take their point of departure in mediated representations and 
are steered by the media, so that the phenomena like war are no longer what they once were” (ibid, p. 
111). This blurred distinction between reality and media representations of reality in which Hjarvard 
(2008) dwells upon, highlights the way in which mediatisation is seen as a somewhat expansion of 
opportunities interacting in virtual spaces and a differentiation of perceptions in which people deem to 
be real or not (Hjarvard, 2008, p. 11). Understanding the older non-mediated realities in comparison to 
the current day new reality through media’s construction, is quite complex and complicated, meaning 
that for this thesis, through a sociological point of view, the differentiation of the reality status is not 
focussed on, rather the interaction between media and society and how the concept is made to be 
understood (Hjarvard, 2008, p. 112). Thus, guiding the aim of this thesis in how the mediated concept 
has emerged as a new discourse in the climate change debate in Sweden. 
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4. Analytical framework 
A discourse analysis approach provides a comprehensive tool to understand the characteristics of the 
debates on ‘flight shaming’ and how it has emerged as a new discourse within the Swedish climate 
change debate. In the following subsections of the definition of discourse/s and the use of discourse 
analysis, as defined and used in this thesis will be explained. 

 

4.1. Discourse analysis 
Discourse encompasses a whole realm of different communications. It is commonly defined as “the 
general idea that language is structured according to different patterns that people’s utterances follow 
when they take part in different domains of social life” (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 9). The social 
construct of knowledge is key to discourse analyse and here language is a fundamental part, thus a 
detailed study of language and communication helps us understand how knowledge, and in this case a 
particular debate about a problem is shaped and defined. Therefore, discourses can change over time, 
depending on the knowledge and its social exchange. Cap (2019) elaborates on the analyses of social 
exchange as a study of language use at a small scale and the study of social situations in a bigger scale 
(ibid, p. 1). Therefore, no matter what the orientation of discourse research, similar aspects unite the 
investigative differences through the common philosophical bases of both social constructionism and 
linguistics (Cap, 2019, p. 1). More specifically the common bases define the focus of discourse as a tool 
to represent, validate, debate and assess social actions (Cap, 2019). Namely in this thesis of investigating 
the emerging discourse of ‘flight shaming’, the social interactions that take place through the Swedish 
media in the forms of portrayal and understanding from the current social situation in which the 
emerging discourse creates, sustains, and transforms societal opinions regarding the action of 
commercial flying.  

Taking a social constructionist discourse analysis approach, provides “fruitful theories and methods for 
research in communication, culture and society” (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 9). This quote 
emphasises the importance of employing this approach to the selected sources from the Swedish media. 
Jorgensen & Phillips (2002) introduce the three social constructionist approaches; Laclau & Mouffe’s 
discourse theory, critical discourse analysis, and discursive psychology (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 
7). The first approach of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, provides an understanding of the social 
as a discursive construction for this thesis. The theory represents principles in that discourse analytical 
tools can fundamentally analyse all social phenomena (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001, p. 27). The social 
phenomenon is always fluid and never fixed, according to Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) discourse theory. 
The idea to analyse this social fluidity, creates an entire insight into the different definitions drawn from 
society which end up with significant social effects. This is often referred to as discursive struggle which 
is described as, the ways in which the different discourses represent certain ways of understanding and 
talking about the social world, which are initiating in a constant struggle with each other to achieve 
hegemony (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). The discursive struggle that Laclau and Mouffe present in their 
discourse theory, significantly illustrates how emerging discourses can be observed through the 
different ways in which the discourse is being presented. Therefore, discourse theory can facilitate the 
understanding of the emergence of ‘flight shaming’ in the climate change debate and how the definition 
of the term has changed in meaning and in turn also effecting the climate change debate. The new term 
has disrupted the climate change debate both positively and negatively. ‘Flight shaming’ can be referred 
to, as elements as signs which have unfixed meanings (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 29 based on 
Laclau and Mouffe, 2001). In this thesis, understanding the fluidity of terms and concepts allows for a 
better understanding of the debate. Therefore, ‘flight shaming’ represents a discursive struggle through 
the many competing ways in understanding it.  
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The discourse theory provided by Laclau & Mouffe does not provide direct practical tools for the 
discourse analysis of texts (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Instead here Dryzek’s (1997) approach is used. 
This understanding can be seen through a nexus approach which is applied through Laclau & Mouffe’s 
(2001) discourse theory of social constructionism, and Dryzek’s (1997) understanding of observing 
discourses within the environmental science domain. Dryzek (1997) stresses the interconnectedness of 
environmental issues which can also be multidimensional. These complex issues refer to the vast variety 
of  features and connections in the realm of a decision system (Dryzek, 1997, p. 9). Using a discourse 
approach to such complexity within the social context, is important as it fundamentally creates a 
problem that intersects with both ecosystems and human social systems (Dryzek, 1997). This is relevant 
in this thesis as it attempts to problematise ‘flight shaming’ through the intersection of individual 
consumers and their behaviours attached to flying (human social system), with the harmful effects they 
have on the climate which significantly influence earths vital ecosystems (Warren, et al., 2011; IPCC, 
2018). Therefore, helping to address and answer the research questions. More specifically, question two 
with the understanding of how ‘flight shaming’ has contributed to the climate change debate. 

Discourse analysis in recent years, has been predominantly used as a tool within environmental and 
climate discourses, to address the wider climate change debate. Anshelm & Hultman (2014) argue that 
“if we wish to understand the lack of effective responses from firms and governments, in the face of 
increasing evidence of a climate crisis caused by anthropogenic greenhouse gases, it is vital that we 
explore the role climate discourse plays” (ibid, p. 3). Addressing such arguments has been seen within 
Dryzek’s (1997) work where he focuses on the development surrounding environmental discourses in 
relation to the politics of the earth. The importance of understanding how the environment fits into 
politics and the target of public policy is what Dryzek aims to achieve through his recognition of 
environmental discourses. His argument states that “environmental issues do not present themselves in 
well-defined boxes labelled radiation, national parks, climate change, biodiversity, rainforest, heavy 
metal pollution, and the like. Instead, they are interconnected in all kinds of ways” (Dryzek, 1997, p. 
9). The interconnectedness represents the fluidity of the discourse which constructs the issues 
throughout time. Therefore, raising the importance of understanding ‘flight shaming’ as an emerging 
discourse which is not yet fixed within its context. 

In attempting to understand the emerging discourse and its elements, leads this thesis to employing the 
discourse analysis formulated by John S. Dryzek (1997). This is used to guide the themes and tools 
which appropriately outline the analysis part of this study. Dryzek (1997) focuses on main 
environmental discourses in which he identifies, that significantly present themselves within realms of 
political discussion. Hence, using discourse to make sense of politics in presenting them in today’s 
major debates such as climate change in context with this thesis and its relation to global sustainable 
development. Dryzek (1997) continues in exploring the main identified environmental discourses which 
construct stories from four different elements. The elements which are introduced by Dryzek (1997) 
can be used and guided in this thesis through the discourse theory lens presented by Laclau & Mouffe 
earlier, in how the elements are considered as “signs whose meanings have not yet been fixed” 
(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 29). Thus, creating an analytical framework that can smoothly analyse 
the emerging discourse of ‘flight shaming’ in identifying these elements and their characteristics and 
how it enters the climate change debate. 

Using the carefully selected articles relating to ‘flight shaming’ in Swedish printed newspapers (see 
below), they will then be categorised into the four different elements defined by Dryzek (1997). The 
framework is used in the analysis to address the aim and research questions and to trace the changing 
definitions and meanings that arise from the emerging use of the term. The specificities of how these 
steps address the thesis’s objectives, is outlined through the description of the elements below.  The 
four elements which Dryzek (1997, p. 17-19) present, are constructs that discourse employs to 
communicate the so-called story. These are presented with a description of how the elements tie into 
the emergence of ‘flight shaming’ within the climate change debate in Sweden as followed: 
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Basic entities whose existence is recognised or constructed 

Basic entities according to Dryzek (1997), are referred to as the ‘ontology’ of a discourse, meaning 
“different discourses see different things in the world” (ibid, p. 17). Thus, creating an interpretation for 
the emerging discourse in the climate change debate and how it presents its detected entities and the 
interactions between them. Dryzek (1997) recognises entities in which some discourses identify within 
the main environmental discourse realm, in this thesis, the categories identified are to represent the way 
that the ‘flight shaming’ discourse is used to portray different themes within the climate change debate. 
These entities are identified from the empirical data as the ‘Greta-effect’ and the ‘climate change crisis’. 
The basic entities element is employed to interpret these categories from the material, creating a 
structure in how the discourse is presented through media in the climate change debate. As the analytical 
framework in this thesis combines the understanding of the social constructionist approach by Laclau 
& Mouffe presented by Jorgensen and Phillips (2002), with the framework from Dryzek (1997), the 
elements which are identified are still not fixed in the social context. This element assists in answering 
both research questions. Firstly, through understanding the how the basic entities presented portray 
characteristic elements in the discourse, through the identification of certain features and what their 
perceived constructions are to be. Secondly, through how the characteristic elements identified from 
the entities, are then contributing to how the discourse is observed as entering the climate change debate. 

 

Assumptions about natural relationships 

The second element in which Dryzek (1997) introduces, presents the interactions of the entities and 
how they can be seen as either competition or cooperation in the discourse. This thesis employs the 
element from the analytical framework as the identification of natural relationships between the basic 
entities detected in the Swedish newspaper articles. That is the understanding of the interaction between 
the ‘Greta-effect’ and the ‘climate change crisis’, and whether or not the material presents the 
interactions to be competing or in cooperation in the discourse regarding its position in the Swedish 
climate change debate. Thus, providing evidence in answering research question two in relation to the 
discourse’s contribution to the climate change debate and whether the relationships provide conflicting 
or cooperative results. 

 

Agents and their motives 

Dryzek (1997) introduces this element to refer to the individual or collectives who are portrayed within 
the discourse. The detected agents in this thesis are represented by, ‘Swedish travellers’, ‘the aviation 
industry’, ‘the government’, and ‘experts’. Each agent represents a different stakeholder within the 
media portrayal of the discourse ‘flight shaming’. The stakeholders according to Dryzek (1997) are 
required to tell the story and all have different power relations. The differences or similarities in which 
the newspaper articles portray the different actors, can form different worldviews and discourses. 
Identifying the elements characteristics of the agents ‘Swedish travellers’ and ‘experts’,  can assist in 
answering research question one, in understanding how the discourse is presented to be understood in 
how they present themselves through stakeholders’ involvement and interpretation from the Swedish 
media. For research question two, the ‘aviation industry’ and ‘the government’ are identified as effects 
from the ‘flight shaming’ discourse entering the climate change debate. 
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Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices 

 Lastly, Dryzek (2007) considers the metaphoric and rhetoric power of the story within the discourses 
which are assumed to convince the readers to view situations in a different light. Employing this element 
for the analysis of this thesis, makes it easier to understand how the level of language communicates 
and forms the discourse of ‘flight shaming’. It is a significant part of understanding how media outlets 
produce the transmission of the discourse which essentially shapes the way that it enters the climate 
change debate. A notable rhetorical device of science communication is detected in the analysis, and 
fundamentally addresses research question two, in the way that the facts on the effects flying has 
towards climate change, provides evidence in understanding how the emerging discourse contributes to 
the climate change debate. 

 

By implementing these analytical elements proposed by Dryzek (1997), using a discourse theory lens 
presented by Laclua & Mouffe in Jorgensen & Phillips (2002), of social constructionism, adapting them 
to the objective/research questions of this thesis, creates a better understanding of how the newspapers 
construct the “flight shaming” discourse within the climate change debate.  

 

 

4.2. Collection of Material 
The empirical data was collected using the following steps. The initial search took place on a Swedish 
digital news and media archive search engine, called ‘Mediearkivet-Retriever Sverige’. From the 
database, searching printed newspapers in Sweden only was the first step taken. As the analysed concept 
of ‘flight shaming’ is relatively new, especially to the world of media, the search time frame was not 
limited to a past starting date, instead all results from the archive which dated before January 1st 2020 
was collected. This resulted in 2201 hits. A narrowing down of the search was then applied to only 
include the results from four nationwide newspapers: Dagens Nyheter (which resulted in 77 articles), 
Svenska Dagbladet (51 articles), Expressen (41 articles) and Aftonbladet (39 articles). Svenska 
Dagbladet and Dagens Nyheter are recognised as political outlets with a more serious journalistic 
approach, whereas Aftonbladet and Expressen are tabloid newspapers. As a total of 208 different 
articles were discovered during the process of searching throughout these four selected newspapers, the 
scope was further narrowed again to create a representative selection effective for the size and scope of 
this study. The newspaper articles were then manually filtered to compile the articles that mainly 
discussed the concept of ‘flight shaming’ and or relatable topics. This step was made so that the study 
could carefully retrieve a comprehensible data set. Removing shorter articles or news flashes was a 
process carried out throughout the selection process. These consisted of small headlines or short 
columns that briefly presented “flight shaming”, however, these articles were viewed as insufficient in 
article length. In addition, articles that simply mentioned a few words or a short sentence about “flight 
shaming”, were not chosen for analyses. Many of the articles do not discuss “flight shaming” as being 
the main discussion of the storyline, although, the selected articles that do relate the concept of “flight 
shaming” to the theme of the article were chosen. The ones that did not, were not analysed.  Overall, a 
total of 45 articles were selected to be included in the analysis. Table 1 shows the figures of how many 
printed news articles belong to each newspaper. The selected data were then translated from Swedish 
to English by the author of this study.  
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Newspaper Number of articles 
Dagens Nyheter 12 
Svenska Dagbladet 21 
Aftonbladet 5 
Expressen 7 
Table 1: Representation of the selected articles.  

 

Acknowledging the four different newspaper categories and political stances are presented, as they can 
more than often effect the way of presenting their stories. According to Wadbring & Ohlsson (2020), 
printed newspapers in Sweden are divided into five main segments: the metropolitan subscribed 
morning papers, the tabloids, the regional and local subscribed morning papers, the low frequency 
papers, and the freely distributed newspapers. Both Dagens Nyheter (https://www.dn.se/) and Svenska 
Dagbladet (https://www.svd.se/) are categorised into the metropolitan subscribed morning papers or in 
other words broadsheet newspapers, and are more than often referred to as the more quality-orientated 
morning newspapers (Wadbring & Ohlsson, 2020). On the other hand, both Aftonbladet 
(https://www.aftonbladet.se/) and Espressen (https://www.espressen.se/) are considered to fall into the 
tabloids category which place focus on crime, sports and entertainment (sometimes culture, opinion 
material and investigative journalism) and are published each day of the week (Wadbring & Ohlsson, 
2020). This categorical representation of the newspapers can affect the views each newspaper has on 
‘flight shaming’, and how they go about presenting them. Broadsheet newspapers (Dagens Nyheter and 
Svenska Dagbladet), are often categorised as middle class, meaning that they are written using a 
somewhat moderate and emotionally controlled language (Franklin, et al., 2005, p. 30). Whereas, 
tabloids (Aftonbladet and Expressen) often choose their focus for the working class through the way 
they create “stories to interest the public instead of stories in the public interest (Franklin, 1997, p. 4 as 
cited in Franklin, et al., 2005, p. 259). Thus, broadsheets can be assumed to be written in a more neutral 
or unbiased way, whereas tabloids are usually written with some bias.  

Going back to the general political stance of newspapers in Sweden, it is often referred to as a 
democratic corporatist model which historically over time has shifted towards a much more liberal 
direction (Wadbring & Ohlsson, 2020). When reading into the political views written on each of the 
printed newspapers websites, the liberalist view can be defined and/or changed to a more specific 
definition to ideally represent their opinions. Dagens Nyheter state that they tend to write from a liberal 
standing point, whereas Svenska Dagbladet conclude that they incorporate the independently 
conservative model. The newspaper Aftonbladet, according to their webpage, describe themselves as 
independently socially democratic, whereas Expressen class their newspaper as fundamentally liberal. 
Although all newspapers do seem to adhere to what Wadbring & Ohlsson (2020) summarize in that 
Swedish newspapers are mostly considered as being liberal, although, the differed stances in which 
Svenska Dagbladet and Aftonbladet share, can also be considered liberal in a sense. However, they do 
have the tendency to grasp other ideologies such as social democracy. The liberal political stance is 
commonly detected throughout the four different newspapers of interest and their respective 45 articles 
in relation to the emerging concept of ‘flight shaming’.  
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4.3. Limitations 
Conducting any sort of analyses and perhaps discourse analysis in particular, comes with a range of 
limitations (Morgan, 2010; Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Limitations recognised throughout the scope 
of this thesis are identified and discussed throughout this section. 

Firstly, the decision to selectively look at Swedish printed newspapers, was chosen in order to narrow 
the scope for the size of the study, as discussed in the methods section. Limiting the data set to a specific 
country made sense as the concept of ‘flight shaming’ was initially coined in Sweden and is significantly 
discussed throughout the Swedish media. The concept is also well-known in other countries and the 
limitation of the study to the Swedish media can be compared with similar studies from other countries. 
However, since the discourse is being analysed in terms of its position within the wider climate change 
debate in Sweden, selecting data from Swedish sources is determined as the most reliable. 

Secondly, the author of this study chose to translate all 45 of the newspaper articles, which were all 
written in the Swedish language, and then translated into English. I am fluent in both languages, 
although, small translational errors and/or misunderstandings of certain phrases or words have been 
recognised as a limitation within the study. 

And lastly, my position is recognised for the discourse analysis of this study. As the basis of this thesis 
surrounds the societal context in which the media portray the concept of ‘flight shaming’, a social 
constructionist approach is taken. When the researcher takes such an approach, the analysis needs to 
then be tackled reflexively (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). “The researcher always takes a position in 
relation to the field of study, and that position plays a part in the determination of what he or she can 
see and can present as results” (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 22).  The social constructionism approach 
is a wider term that involves a variety of different methods in research. Discourse analysis stems from 
this social constructionism approach (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). The author of this thesis considers 
themselves a part of the culture in which this study encompasses. Therefore, as Jorgensen & Phillips 
(2002) define, the author in this study is sharing “many of the taken-for-granted, common-sense 
understandings expressed in the material” (ibid, p. 21). The importance of distancing oneself from the 
data in order to research the material through a very neutral and unbiased way of viewing the empirical 
data, is understood and applied by the author of this thesis, to ensure objectivity in the discourse analysis 
part of this study. 
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5. Analysis 
The following section presents the analysis of results from the 45 selected newspaper articles. Using 
the four analytical categories outlined in the analytical framework. Each analytical category will include 
the analysis and results from all four of the different newspapers and will be specified when needed. 
This is to ensure similarities, differences and representative citations are easily compared and discussed.  

When referring specifically to a newspaper article throughout the results and analysis section, whether 
it be a cited sentence or exert, or a discussed theme, it will be referenced using a coded system. This 
code relates to the specific article from the total list of newspaper articles with their accessible links and 
title translations, found in the attached appendix section. The code will be an abbreviation of the 
newspaper, followed by the number of the article. The abbreviations are as follows: Dagens Nyheter 
(DN), Svenska Dagbladet (SvD), Aftonbladet (A) and Expressen (E). 

 

5.1. Basic entities whose existence are recognised or 
constructed 

 

5.1.1. The Greta-effect 
 
In almost all of the newspaper articles analyses, there is either the mention of Greta Thunberg or implicit 
reference to her name by the mentioning of the “Greta-effect”, of the 45 papers analysed, 31 
namedropped Greta directly or indirectly (see below). The existence of Greta Thunberg’s name and the 
‘Greta-effect’ catchphrase, is thus at the moment an essential aspect of the concept of ‘flight shaming’ 
though this may change as ‘flight shaming’ is becoming increasingly popular as a concept. In the 
newspaper articles I have analysed, implicit references are made to the central position of Greta and her 
anti-flying stance which remains a core motivator for the concept.  

Throughout the 45 articles, the so-called ‘Greta-effect’ is often referred to as a biproduct from the 
concept of ‘flight shaming’ (DN11, SvD4, SvD6, SvD8, SvD11, SvD19, A2, E3). Greta Thunberg’s 
name was mentioned a total of 26 times in the Svenska Dagbladet newspapers.  

Throughout the Dagens Nyheter newspaper articles, when journalists bring Greta Thunberg into the 
story or the argument, she is often portrayed as a person who is setting an example of a strong-willed 
opinionated individual within the climate debate in Sweden, and there is a discussion how those 
opinions are being perceived within the public domain. To exemplify how this is formulated, I quote an 
exert from an interview between a journalist from a Dagens Nyheter article and a psychologist and 
writer Liria Ortiz, from DN11; Guilt does not make more people become climate friendly: 

 Exert1: When you say that many youths make the same mistake 
as you, are you thinking about Greta Thunberg and the 
movement around her? 

Yes exactly, because they are mainly reaching those who are 
already salvaged. Greta is really good in the way that she 
provokes fear in other youths who feel the same way as her, but 
then there are all of these adults who are maybe a bit more 
careful and don’t really know how they should react? [DN11] 

The part of the exert that mentions how Greta “provokes fear in other youths”, portrays Greta in a God 
like position. They way Greta is understood to be provoking fear within the discourse suggests that she 
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has become some sort of mythological figure. The detected characteristic of fear is the way in which 
the ‘Greta-effect’ tends to stimulate the importance of climate emergency within the climate change 
debate. This type of stimulation is also identified in the article SvD14 through the communicative tactics 
of climate movements adopting shame and fear to relay their messages. The paper highlights Greta 
Thunberg’s speech to global leaders focusing on her phrase “How dare you?” (SvD14).  

In the newspaper articles published by Svenska Dagbladet, Greta Thunberg was similarly perceived and 
recognised as someone who has strong-will and who sticks to her word and message, and she is quoted 
saying “I have stopped flying because of climate reasons, I don’t want to say one thing and do another” 
(SvD6). The context surrounding Greta Thunberg and her climate movement in printed newspaper 
media in Sweden, is understood as informing the argument of flying as being destructive to the 
environment due to its high amount of released emissions. Thus, understanding the context as 
informatively tying into the broader debate of climate change in Sweden.  

As the newspapers introduce Greta Thunberg as a central figure in the climate change debate, when 
identifying the ‘Greta-effect’, the frame purely links ‘flight shaming’ to the fact that she herself does 
not fly and how this individual decision has effect also on other individuals. Individuals, who choose 
not to fly because of climate reasons, are referred to in some of the newspaper articles as participating 
in the ‘Greta-effect’. A specific exert shows the way the ‘Greta-effect’ is mentioned in the article The 
flying industry lowers forecast of profits – but not because of climate anxiety (SvD8). 

Exert 2: In Sweden, the expressions of ‘flight shaming’, ‘climate 
anxiety’ and ‘train bragging’ have been created in recent times. 
At the same time, the talk of the Greta-effect (the one and only, 
world known environmental activist Greta Thunberg, who 
always takes the train instead of flying), but outside of the 
country’s borders, it looks rather different, according to Jan 
Ohlsson. [SvD8] 

This article implies that ‘flight shaming’ and the ‘Greta-effect’ will have no influence over the projected 
decrease in profits for the aviation industry, over reasons such as the “weak Swedish kronor” and 
“conflicts with oil trading and increasing prices” (SvD8). The article ensures that the ‘Greta-effect’ is 
slightly noticed within Sweden regarding flying practices, although it states that it certainly cannot be 
connected to global flying behaviours, where flying is still being observed as increasing each year. 
Regarding the focus of the definition of ‘flight shaming’ solely in its operational potential, is 
fundamentally to make people fly less. Although this paper is not directly addressing ‘flight shaming’ 
as a concept, it discusses the concept in relation to the future of aviation which is an important aspect 
of the concept to understand in terms of its long-term impact. 

Greta Thunberg’s movement is perceived as a basic entity within Swedish media, is often constructed 
through a more persuasive way of portraying a message rather than feeding the individual with solid 
facts. The newspaper article by Jenny Nordberg: Symbols and gestures weigh heavier than facts 
(SvD11), frames the symbolic features in the way Greta Thunberg portrays her message, creating a 
more effective approach in reaching the individual at an emotional level.  

The Expressen newspaper, again a tabloid newspaper, prepares similarly to Svenska Dagbladet, the 
understanding around the ‘Greta-effect’ as having such power according to additional media outlets, 
but in the long run, the number of Swedish travellers continued to be recorded as increasing.  

Overall, the basic entity from the ‘Greta-effect’ catchphrase, identifies the elements characteristic of 
provoking fear when addressing the climate change crisis. This characteristic adds to the emergence of 
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the discourse and its role of creating awareness around the climate change crisis with represents how it 
enters the Swedish climate change debate. 

 

5.1.2. Climate change crisis 
 
As this thesis aims to analyse the concept and the discourse of ‘flight shaming’ in the wider debate of 
climate change in Sweden, understanding how ‘climate change’ as a basic entity exists, interacts and is 
recognised throughout the newspaper media where flight shaming is mentioned or used is valuable.  

When analysing the empirical data, the mention of the word ‘climate’ is used extensively. Calculating 
the number of times that the word is mentioned throughout all 45 of the newspaper articles and 
remember that all selected papers here use the concept ‘flight shaming’ or the ‘Greta-effect’, it adds up 
to 236 times. The specific term of ‘climate change’ is only written four times throughout the Dagens 
Nyheter newspaper and seven times throughout the Svenska Dagbladet newspaper and in the tabloid 
newspapers, the concept of ‘climate change’ is not mentioned at all. Using Dryzek’s (1997) approach 
to understand how the entity is constructed in the discourse, the representation can be observed through 
the use of the word ‘climate’ in itself a neutral word and how attached meanings and understandings of 
climate is added to by using complimentary words to understand the entire climate change crisis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Summary of the words attached to the word climate throughout the newspaper articles. 

 

In the analysed articles, ‘climate’ is referred to with the attachments of; “concern”, “anxiety”, “crisis”, 
“responsibility”, “problem”, “shame”, “issues”, “impact” and “emergency” (see table 2). The language 
enhances the term ‘climate’ as something that needs to be dealt with and this wording is predominantly 
repeated throughout all four of the Swedish newspapers. Even though the intended portrayal of negative 
enhancement in the use of the term ‘climate’ is prevalent, ‘climate’ is also combined with words and 
terms that can be identified as forms of positive action in terms of mitigation such as; “friendly”, 

Words 
attached to the 
word ‘climate’ 

Newspapers Total 
occurrences Dagens 

Nyheter 
Svenska 
Dagbladet 

Aftonbladet Expressen 

Concern 5 4 0 0 9 
Anxiety 7 4 2 0 13 
Crisis 2 6 0 0 8 
Responsibility 1 1 0 0 2 
Problem 4 1 0 0 5 
Shame 2 1 0 0 3 
Issues 1 1 0 0 2 
Impact 7 11 2 6 26 
Emergency 0 1 1 0 2 

 
Friendly  1 0 0 0 1 
Smart 2 1 1 1 5 
Compensation 5 1 0 1 7 
Goals  2 1 1 5 9 
Movement  2 7 0 2 11 
Activist 0 4 0 0 4 
Experts 2 0 0 0 2 
Positive 1 0 0 0 1 
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“smart”, “compensation”, “goals”, “movement”, “activist”, “experts” and “positives” (see table 2). A 
few neutral terms were identified and guarded as being quite fluid when it comes to either the negative 
or positive evidentialities. These were identified as “climate debate” and “climate politics”. These 
results highlight the way the climate change is more than often framed using negative terms. Therefore, 
creating a reassurance in being able to shame someone for flying due to the negative effects it has on 
the climate. If flying had more of a positive connotation when related to climate change, then the effect 
of shame would not be inflicted on the individual. The way in which the negativity surrounds the climate 
change crisis in relation to the effects of flying, creates the foundations for shaming the individual. 
Without the negativity, the shame would not exist. The newspaper articles are seen to be producing 
these negative words when discussing climate topics. As shame is considered a negative feeling, the 
negative attachments to shame circling the climate change debate, simply highlights the negativity 
around the discourse. 

The nature of ‘climate change’ is constructed in the Swedish media and problematised using the 
identified terms above. Therefore, the emergence of the ‘flight shaming’ discourse can be seen as 
influencing the climate change debate in Sweden through the way it induces more anxiety and negativity 
around the issue. The way that the climate is more than often referred to as a negative connotation, 
conceals the enhancement of the less frequent positive identified terms, creating transparency in how 
‘climate change’ is portrayed to be understood by the audience. The way in which the discourse then 
enters the climate change debate through the use of this analysis, highlights the fact that the positive 
attitudes towards finding positive ways of change, are somewhat crowded out by the negativity 
associated with climate change crisis in the discourse.  

 
 
5.2. Assumptions about natural relationships 
The following results will be presented through the identification of natural relationships between the 
analysed basic entities within the Swedish newspaper articles. The interactions of the entities can be 
seen as either competing or cooperating in referring to Dryzek (1997) and how he presents this step in 
his framework of analysis. 

Based on the analysis of the two basic entities in the previous subsection, one can observe that there is 
a pattern in which the entities present their elements in. Firstly, Greta Thunberg can be seen as the 
catalyser behind the movement which popularised the concept of ‘flight shaming’. Thus, leading to the 
establishment of the concept through the awareness created in the concern for the climate, more 
specifically the ‘climate change’ crisis. The cooperation between the two assume that each identification 
of the entities, is an outcome of the other. Through Dryzek’s approach, the cooperation identified 
through the analysis provides a cooperative approach for the discourse. The way in which the entities 
provide characteristic elements of fear and negative connotations in regard to behaviours and the climate 
crisis, highlight the emergence of the discourse and its entry into the climate change debate in Sweden 
through a bottom-up approach. 

‘Flight shaming’ in the empirical material is understood to be enforcing democratic behavioural 
adherences, rather than directly pushing the political and industrial structures to change their systems 
regarding flying practices. The approach is portrayed throughout the empirical data and perceived by 
the reader as bottom-up, in the way that it targets the wider society to partake in the social movement, 
rather than abiding to rules that could be set by governmental policies which change the way the aviation 
industry sell tickets. The bottom-up approach assumes that the movement will eventually influence 
political structures which in turn effect the aviation industry. Throughout the data, the movement of 
‘flight shaming’ is still being understood as the power lying within the individual consumer and how 
they choose to act upon the feeling of being ashamed by other individuals or groups. The shaming action 
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per se is not viewed to be placed upon the politicians or aviation industry directly, rather demonstrated 
through the indirect consequences from flight abstinence. The effects are shown to have been felt and 
recognised by both of the political and aviation actors. The effect of shame is often discussed throughout 
the newspapers as being a heavy weight to bear and the idea that politics could handle the burden easier 
is understood. This discussion produced outcomes which aligned and cooperated with discourse of 
‘flight shaming’, in identifying that political structures can create change. Although, the influence from 
the public need to push for this change. The exert from an article in Dagens Nyheter represents this 
viewpoint: 

Exert 3: Politicians and their expertise are effects that do 
happen. They are reliant on their voters and if voters demand 
reform and new policies, then changes will happen even at a 
political level. This can even spread beyond national borders. 
[DN5] 

Similar arguments were presented several times throughout the data set, focussing on the importance of 
the individual and how a few thousand people in Sweden can really impact the global issue of aviation 
emissions. The assuring stance in which the articles debated this issue, was to promote the positive 
behaviour of the individual, which in turn is led to believe that it can positively influence politics. Thus, 
leading to a spill over effect onto other nations to create a successful change globally. This assumption 
about natural relations between the movement and the global effect is apparent throughout the majority 
of the newspaper articles. Although, some articles do compete with each other in arguing that the feeling 
of shame will not bring about any significant change, rather the articles more than often agree that 
despite this issue, ‘flight shaming’ increases general awareness about climate change and wider 
environmental problems.  

An assumption which is identified throughout the data, relates to the way in which Greta Thunberg is 
linked to the ‘flight shaming’ concept, even when the idea has been understood differently. As discussed 
earlier in the thesis, shame is often linked to negative feelings and can in turn create negative effects. 
The way in which Greta is tied to the ‘flight shaming’ movement is that she herself abstains from flying 
and supports that others should try to do the same. It is assumed throughout the media that she is the 
catalyst for the entire movement, even when the movement creates great criticism. The newspapers 
never say that Greta is all for inflicting ‘shame’ upon individuals, rather the assumption that she is 
grouped together with the entire concept, be it positive and negative connotations, is portrayed to be 
understood. A result of such an assumption was mentioned regarding the Nobel Peace Prize nomination 
for Greta Thunberg in the Svenska Dagbladet article; There are people that should be ashamed (SvD4). 
Linking Greta to the negative effects in which shame has on an individual’s health and how destructive 
it can be within wider society. Such interpretations portray the idea that Greta Thunberg is somehow 
becoming a recipient of a new type of shame in which ‘flight shaming’ triggers. These effects result in 
implications when entering the climate change debate in Sweden. The ‘shaming Greta’ voice heard 
within the climate change debate is leading to and identified as competing interactions through 
identification using Dryzek’s (1997) approach. Therefore, in addressing research question two of this 
thesis, through the way in which Greta is shamed for her assumption of inflicting the negative feelings 
that come with shame, lead to competing results in how the discourse enters the climate change debate. 
This type of contribution can be seen in a negative light. 
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5.3. Agents and their motives 
Agents and their motives refer to the individual or collectives who are portrayed within the discourse/s. 
In this section, the results showed a recurring emergence of agents. The main detected agents are the 
following, ‘Swedish travellers’, ‘the aviation industry’, ‘the government’ and ‘experts.’ Each agent 
represents a different stakeholder within the discourse of ‘flight shaming’. The stakeholders according 
to Dryzek (2007) are required to tell the story and all have different power relations. The differences or 
similarities in which the newspaper articles portray the different actors, can form different worldviews 
and discourses. Identifying these can assist in how the discourse of ‘flight shaming’ is presented to be 
understood in the Swedish media within the climate change debate. 

 

5.3.1. Swedish Travellers 
 
Swedish travellers identified in the newspapers are understood to be the individual consumer using air 
travel transportation as a means of getting from A to B, whether it be for leisure, business, or family 
and friends.  

Throughout the newspaper articles, it is highlighted that many people within Swedish society often 
suffer with forms of anxiety when it comes to acknowledging the climate change debate. The words 
‘climate anxiety’ emerge nine times throughout the newspapers. The concept is portrayed to be known 
amongst Swedes and is understood to be one of the major political concerns of the Swedish citizen 
(SvD16, DN7, DN12). ‘Flight shaming’ is often described as a biproduct from the concept of ‘climate 
anxiety’, so it is understood to be a feeling in which many Swedes possess (DN7, DN11, SvD8). Swedes 
displaying anxiety or shame has become a common connection when discussing overseas holidays 
through the use of social media. The Swedish traveller is understood to be much more reluctant to post 
pictures or brag about their overseas holiday or trip, due to the heightened discussion around climate 
change debates. The role in which this actor plays in the newspapers within the discourse of ‘flight 
shaming’, is identified as influencing the discussion and its development.  

Even though these connections are established, Swedish travellers’ emissions are producing “five times 
the amount than that of the global average, with four fifths of the journeys being private trips” (E7). 
Given the total population of Sweden, this newspaper suggests that these effects do not weigh in at a 
more global perspective. Thus, portraying an assumption that the Swedish traveller does not have any 
large effect on the total of released emissions globally.  

The description of Swedish travellers having the accessibility to alternative means of transport is 
another apparent trend throughout the newspaper articles. Taking the train is assumed to be the best 
alternative for travelling domestically as well as internationally, when considering an alternative to 
flying. A domestic transition of Swedish travellers shifting from flying to taking the train is extensively 
observed and identified throughout the data set. It is understood to be an effect from the ‘flight shaming’ 
movement through the infliction in which shame has on the individual and how it influences the 
consumer behaviour and their choices. The portrayal of ‘flight shaming’ within politics in Sweden 
throughout the material, points out the importance of individuals behavioural changes which impact 
certain norms, eventually leading to political changes and impacts. This can be interpreted by the reader 
as, through the ‘flight shaming’ movement, the social norm around flying could change from being 
acceptable to being undesirable. An example of this representation in Aftonbladet highlights this 
transition into how the social norm of flying is being formed. 

Exert 4: In my Swedish friend group, it’s important to make 
excuses for travelling to New York over a long weekend, there 
are many and they are creative: I have no kids (big carbon 
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dioxide winner), I have been a vegetarian for 20 years (also a 
big one) and the forever backup excuse “but China then?” 
(check mate). [A1] 

This representation of the Swedish traveller throughout the newspapers as being a vessel for social 
movement, highlights the position of the actor within the discourse of ‘flight shaming’. The position of 
the individual consumer, namely the Swedish traveller, as being the unfixed receiver of shame. This 
can be understood through the ways in how they react to the infliction of shame, and how they choose 
to form the social norm around flying behaviours.  

The conversation dialogue which was presented earlier in relation to Greta provoking fear in people 
(DN11), refers to inflicting shame or guilt upon an individual. Shame and more specifically ‘flight 
shaming’ in this example, comes across as a negative effect when trying to make a positive impact on 
the climate. The way that the writer and the interviewee discuss using shame as a tool for behavioural 
change, is rather discouraging. Making the “same mistake” somewhat neutralises ‘flight shaming’, 
viewing it to be an ineffective action, thus creating a somewhat controversial discussion. The discussion 
in which the article DN11 focusses on, is that people would be more likely to change their habits if 
positive behaviours were reinforced, rather than pointing out the negative behaviours using shame and 
guilt. In sum, the negative notion of shame motivating people to make positive changes can be 
understood to be problematic and somewhat conflicting. Thus, highlighting the representation of the 
discursive struggle in the emergence of the discourse.  

Positive reinforcements for good behaviour is mentioned several times throughout the empirical data 
and is seen as having a bigger long-term effect than that of shame or guilt has for a negative action (A4, 
DN11, SvD5, SvD12). An example of how this discussion takes place throughout the newspapers can 
be seen in the article from Svenska Dagbladet: 

Exert 5: To praise environmental heroes can be an effective way 
to get us to live a more climate smart way, but when it concerns 
environmental polluters, it seems that negative feedback is not 
more effective than neutral feedback. [SvD5] 
 

This highlights the understanding of how shame is portrayed within the emerging discourse and how it 
is presented throughout the material. The concept of ‘flight shaming’ is being regarded here as not 
having a constructive effect on individuals’ behaviours. Thus, providing the characteristic of shame as 
being a complex and misunderstood notion through its portrayal within the media driven public debate. 
On the other hand, the way that it is portrayed to create attention around flying practices and its climate 
effects, is understood by the readers to increase the awareness of the problem in the wider climate 
debate. Even though it may be recognised as not having a significant effect upon the individual, the 
newspapers illustrate the understanding in that the awareness surrounding the discussion has the ability 
to spark change elsewhere.  

 

5.3.2. Aviation Industry 
 
The way the aviation industry is placed within the climate change debate is portrayed by the Swedish 
newspapers as having the power over several actions which are needed for change. These changes are 
identified in the newspaper articles as; introducing renewable fuels within the sector, managing and 
controlling flight prices for airlines through acknowledging climate responsibilities, and adopting 
climate tools which are transparent to the consumer for a more sustainable expansion. All three of these 
actions relate to the positionality of how the actor is made to be understood. ‘Flight shaming’ through 
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its emergence in the Swedish public debate, is seen to reposition the role of the aviation industry. This 
reaction to the discourse can be seen through the consequences caused by the individuals which are 
ashamed of flying. Therefore, creating an understanding in how the discourse of ‘flight shaming’ 
contributes to the climate change debate in Sweden, through the reaction from the aviation industry to 
the emergence of the concept. Throughout the data, the aviation industry is often highlighted, either by 
the writers of the articles themselves, or dialogue exerts from individual aviation industry 
representatives, as being under threat from the effects of the ‘flight shaming’ movement. In the recently 
dated newspaper articles, identifying a greater concern of the effects from ‘flight shaming’ upon the 
aviation industry is apparent. An example of this can be seen in the Svenska Dagbladet newspaper 
articles title, Flight shaming, a headache for the aviation industry (SvD10). Furthermore, an exert 
shows this heightened concern as:  

Exert 5: Regardless of what’s happening with flight shaming (the 
concept which developed in Sweden but has spread globally), or 
the regenerated enthusiasm for inter-railing, or simply a choice 
of reducing one’s own climate impact, campaigns which are 
wanting people to stay on the ground is not something that 
airlines can’t shrug off anymore. [SvD10] 

This perception of the aviation industry experiencing the effects from ‘flight shaming’ is understood 
throughout all of the empirical data when this actor is involved in discussion. Although one anomaly 
did occur, in the article by Svenska Dagbladet 8(SvD8) (just a few months prior to the article previously 
specified) discuss the future profit predictions for the industry, with an expected decrease in value. The 
assumption is made to be understood that this could possibly be because of the increased awareness 
surrounding the climate change debate, although, the writers eliminate this assumption by clearly stating 
that the prediction is not necessarily caused through climate movements such as ‘flight shaming’. The 
assumption is therefore understood to be, that the aviation industry is experiencing effects, although not 
significant enough to be predicted in future profit forecasts.  

Specific dialogue from aviation industry representatives are produced throughout many of the 
newspaper articles (DN1, SvD1, SvD2, SvD6, SvD8, SvD10, SvD13, SvD21, E3, E5). This dialogue 
often frames the actor in a more defensive manner. The industry is seeing the effects from ‘flight 
shaming’ which are assumed to be understood by the public as a positive effect in relation to the climate 
change debate. Although, the industry deems the effects to be negative through the view of job losses 
and decrease in revenues which often lead to the investment of technological and innovative 
developments. The industry also points out that “80 percent of flights today, have no practical way of 
replacing them with trains or boats” (SvD6). The positionality of the aviation industry in the 
newspapers agree that aviation emissions needs to be reduced and the system needs to be changed, 
although the agreement of boycotting flying is not a long-term solution.  

The effects from the discourse entering the climate change debate, can be seen through the defensive 
and uncomfortable reactions in which the agent has been portrayed by the Swedish media. The 
contribution of the discourse into the climate change debate therefore acts as a positive influence in this 
case, as the effects which are felt by the aviation industry, spark them to make changes. 

 

 

 

 

 



25 
 

5.3.3. The Government 
 
The role of the Swedish government in this analysis can be seen through an understanding of how the 
effects from ‘flight shaming’ enter the wider debate of climate change, and how it is being discussed 
from a political point of view. 

One of the major actions taken by the government, which is stated throughout the data, is the 
introduction of flight taxes in Sweden. The agreement made by majority of Swedish political parties, is 
that the pressure of ‘flight shaming’ will not make a difference to climate change. This assumption is 
seen to simply address the effect in which shaming has upon the individual, which in turn deducts the 
effect in possibly acquiring change at a political reformation level. In an Aftonbladet article (A2), which 
interviewed major political leaders within Sweden during the political week (Almedalsveckan) in 
Gotland, many of the leader’s political parties’ had earlier in the year, signed off on the new flight tax 
policy, but still chose to fly the short distance to Gotland anyway. The irony in the article The politicians 
take the plane to Almedalen (A2), is highly detected, framing the actions of politicians in a way in which 
they disregard their own assistance in climate change policy reform.  

The government can be detected as the intended receiver for the constructive effects which results from 
the ‘flight shaming’ concept. The expected effect to ‘wake-up’ the politicians in order to create 
systematic changes of flying practices in Sweden, is a common depiction which builds the discourse of 
‘flight shaming’ (SvD14). This depicted effect highlights the way the discourse positively contributes 
to the climate change debate in creating awareness amongst politics. The material refers to the shame 
being shifted from the individual to the political sphere, as they have the means to deal with such 
dissonance more effectively than the individual (DN7, SvD15).  

The Swedish government is recognised throughout the Swedish newspapers to be more progressive in 
climate politics than other countries. Thus, the effect of ‘flight shaming’ is shown to be considered as 
having some sort of effect in Sweden, even if it is disregarded in other countries first. Exert 6, from the 
newspaper Expressen highlights the representation of the date through the important identification of 
the role in which the government play within the wider climate change debate. 

Exert 6: In August, the government will present their first climate 
political action plan to reach Sweden’s climate goals. [E6] 

The trust of Swedish citizens for a social democratic government structure is understood throughout the 
media to be somewhat high. The understanding that individuals’ behaviours and decisions can be 
changed through supporting politics which provide alternatives and incentives, is detected (A3, DN6, 
SvD3, SvD8, SvD20). The role in which the actor of the government plays within the discourse of 
‘flight shaming’ is communicated through the articles as the individual placing the demand through the 
concept of ‘flight shaming’ which triggers political reaction. It is broadly described as the driving force 
for change, thus highlighting its positive contribution when entering the climate change debate. 

 

5.3.4. Experts 
 
Experts are introduced throughout the media representations to create a sense of validation to the claims 
and discussions which are presented throughout the articles. The major detected experts throughout all 
the 45 articles are; psychologists, researchers (mostly of climatology and Environmental Science 
backgrounds) and field related institutes. A variety of experts which can be recognised as having a 
minor role within the discourse of ‘flight shaming’ are; economists, sustainability communicators, The 
United Nations, CEOs of airline companies, International Air Transport Association (IATA), Travel 
Agency CEOs, the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, train companies CEOs, Sweden’s 
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Transport Board and the International Panel of Climate Change (IPCC). In referring to the major 
identified experts from the empirical data, one can observe from the newspapers that they create neutral 
understanding of the subject and provide significant data and explanation of their field of study in 
relation to ‘flight shaming’. This portrayal is usually associated with statistics and well-established 
research to present the findings. The minor experts are perceived to be introduced as having an expert 
opinion on the topics regarding ‘flight shaming’. 

The influential position of the expert ensures the reliability of the wider debate, which is intended to 
inform the receiver. The communication of the experts as agents within this thesis are identified as 
portraying intertextual evidence which assist and strengthen the overall argument of the effect in which 
the ‘flight shaming’ concept has upon the climate change debate. 

 

 

5.4. Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices 
Dryzek (2007) considers the metaphoric and rhetoric power of the story within the discourse/s which 
are assumed to convince the readers to view situations in a different light. Understanding how the level 
of language communicates and forms the discourse of ‘flight shaming’, is a significant part of 
understanding how media outlets produce the transmission of the material. 

Throughout the empirical data gathered in this thesis, one can identify many ways in which the 
journalists and writers construct their arguments using rhetorical devices. The main key rhetorical 
devices are chosen in this thesis to represent the overall depiction of the corresponding data. Devices 
which are similarly detected throughout the articles and/or have significant influence on the ‘flight 
shaming’ discourse are analysed. It is notable to mention that shaming in the concept of ‘flight shaming’ 
is of rhetoric device. Thus, the wider concept of ‘flight shaming’ and how it emerges through 
metaphoric and rhetoric power is of focus. 

 

The language that surrounds the conversation of the environment and similarly the climate, are often 
portrayed through vocabulary, which emphasises the negative impact humans have inflicted upon the 
earth throughout time. Words and phrases such as; “destruction”, “save the climate”, “degradation”, 
“harmful behaviours”, “negative effects”, “issues”, “crisis”, “problems”, “concern”, “challenge”, 
“polluters”, “catastrophes”, “footprint”, and “threatened”. These words which were extracted from the 
newspaper articles, are often used in conjunction with the environment or climate, deploying a common 
contextual background to ensure the understanding of the problematised subject, thus highlighting the 
elements characteristic which are detected for the discourse of ‘flight shaming’. 

A metaphorical way of presenting issues such as global warming in the climate change debate, is 
highlighted well in the citation below from Dagens Nyheter: 

Exert 7: “Flying and the climate, are a problem that has become 
a hot topic, together with being more divided in recent times. It 
has increased the pressure upon the flying industry to minimise 
their climate impact.” [DN6] 

The use of the words “hot topic” when describing an emerging heated debate with connotations to the 
wider climate change problem of global warming, without explicitly stating it, is an effective inuendo 
and linguistical feature that the writer in this article uses to grab the attention of the reader. This is 
observed as a device in which many of the newspaper article writers tend to use. Another key example 
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to highlight this portrayed understanding of how the reader should interpret the environment and climate 
issues, is highlighted by an article in Aftonbladet:  

Exert 8: But it shows more than ever that the climate debate 
burns mainly when the western world’s lifestyle is challenged. 
[A1] 

The focus of framing the climate change discussion through the language of the subject being somewhat 
stressed as a complex issue, within the discourse of “flight shaming”, creates for the reader a sense of 
urgency in attempting to understand the concept which drives the ‘flight shaming’ movement. 

The way in which the experts are represented and discussed in the previous section, create a variety of 
different viewpoints which influence how the context informs the argument of ‘flight shaming’ and its 
effect in the wider climate change debate. Implying knowledge (from the major identified experts) to 
the discourse, emphasises the intertextuality that is the addition of scientific evidence into the media 
text. This is referred to through the rhetorical device of science communication. This emphasis is often 
presented to be understood through the supplementation of climate facts, investigative studies, aviation 
statistics and social psychological analyses. The main examples of these types of scientific evidence 
and viewpoints can be collated as common themes within the discourse, which are observed throughout 
the newspaper articles, and identified through the representations: 

§ The reiterating statistics of what percentage of aviation emissions make up Sweden’s 
total and how much total emissions are produced from the aviation industry at a global 
level (A1, A3, A5, DN7, DN10, SvD1, SvD6, SvD10, SvD13, E3, E7).  

§ Research showing the studies behind climate compensating: “offsetting emissions only 
dampens the conscience of the individual; emissions are released anyway” (cited from 
DN8, recognised in DN1, DN2, E1). 

§ The social psychological evidence surrounding shame and the act of shaming 
individuals has been shown not have any long-term effects upon the issue (DN7, 
DN11). 

§ Passenger numbers of domestic flights have decreased in Sweden throughout the past 
few years, whereas international passenger statistics have continued to increase (A3, 
DN5, SvD8, SvD10, SvD12, SvD8, SvD13, SvD16, SvD21).  

Other rhetorical devices are detected from the empirical data in relation to the conversations regarding 
shame and its purposes. The way the writer’s covey the argument of how they want shame to be 
perceived and understood by the reader, is often produced through a use of the common pronoun “we”. 
The way shame is written in the newspaper articles often refers to the shame being received by “us”, or 
“we”, alongside the use of shame being inflicted upon others by once again using both “us and “we” 
again. Understanding this portrayal problematises the individual responsibility vs. the common 
responsibility, as the use of “us” and “we” highlights the use of passive phrases. This use significantly 
excludes the individual consumer from the understanding as it addresses the collective through the 
passive way of writing. Even through this rhetorical representation, the protagonists in the argument 
can be identified as being “us”, the reader of the communication and more than often considered the 
individual consumer. The protagonist in the debate revolve the shaming effect as ‘flight shaming’ and 
is understood to be inflicting guilt and shame within society towards those who could change their 
flying behaviours. The individual or peer is therefore also seen as the receiver of the characters motives, 
which are assumed to agree and accept to the movement, whereas the antagonists such as “climate 
naysayers” which is repeated throughout the data, are those opposing the concept and its movement. 
This interesting use of passive phrases, groups together the inflictors, receivers, and deniers of ‘flight 
shaming’ within the same societal context. That is the individual consumer. The language and its effects 
around shame has been assumed to target this group from all positions. It is assumed to be understood 
by the reader that the results from the act of shaming, is what affects the other stakeholders involved 
through an indirect passage. The concept around shame is seen to exist within the individual consumer 
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society and not within the other actors. The effects the other actors experience are not direct infliction 
from shame, rather the effects of what shame has encouraged the individual to do, thus representing the 
way the discourse enters the climate change debate. 

The key metaphors and rhetorical devices identified throughout the empirical data, interpret the message 
of how both climate change, through the use of metaphoric urgency and science communication, and 
the action of shaming through passive phrases, are made to be understood by the reader. This 
understanding of way in which the media frame these concepts, aid the construction of the discourse 
around ‘flight shaming’ and how it is seen to be communicated.  
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5.5. Summary of the discourse analysis 
The summary of the results from the discourse analysis using the guidance of Dryzek’s (1997) 
framework is presented in the table below. The attributes assigned to the elements drawn from Dryzek 
(1997) are identified as either the emerging discourse’s detected characteristics (research question 1) or 
the contributions to the climate change debate (research question 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Summary of the discourse analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Basic entities whose existence are recognised or constructed 

• Greta- effect - The use of fear 
• Climate change crisis - Negatively framing climate change 

 
Assumptions about natural relationships 

• Bottom-up approach 
• Shaming Greta 

Agents and their motives 

• Swedish travellers - Complexity in the notion of shame 
• Aviation industry - effects creating change 
• The government - effects triggering political reaction 
• Experts - intertextual evidence 

Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices 

• Metaphorical urgency (climate change) 
• Passive phrases 
• Science communication 
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6. Discussion 
This section aims to address the aim and research questions in how the analysis provides significant 
defence to the concept of ‘flight shaming’ and its emerging discourse within the Swedish media. This 
will be done through discussing how it relates to the broader context in which the research encompasses. 
This will be discussed through the subsections outlined below. 

6.1. An emerging discourse 
The new concept of ‘flight shaming’ along with its emerging discourse, is portrayed throughout 
Swedish media in connection to the climate change debate in Sweden. Using a discourse analysis 
approach assisted with significantly understanding the characteristics of the discourse and how the 
emergence of the discourse enters the climate change debate in Sweden. As it is understood in the media 
(Hook, 2019; BBC, 2019; Asquith, 2020; Patel, 2020), the term ‘flight shaming’ originates from the 
climate movements led by Greta Thunberg. 

The analysis identified characteristic elements of the emerging ‘flight shaming’ discourse in the 
Swedish media on climate change as; ‘Greta-effect’ provokes fear in relation to climate change, the 
negative delivery of the climate change crisis, complexity attached to shame, metaphoric use of urgency 
attached to climate issues, passive phrases used to address the social norm of flying, and rhetorical 
devices of science communication to enhance the validity of the claims within the social context. In 
sum, the characteristic elements identified from the emerging discourse surround the climate change 
crisis context through the way in which flying, and its harmful effects are systematically stressed to 
have negative impacts. If the climate change crisis had more of a positive connotation attached to the 
effects from flying, then the effect of shame would not be inflicted on the individual. Thus, ‘flight 
shaming’ not really fulfilling a purpose.  

Through analysing the interaction in which climate change crisis and the ‘Greta-effect’ create within 
the discourse, invokes the theme of fear. Fear in this context is understood to be a non-fixed element of 
the emerging discourse, thus part of the discursive struggle in which Laclau & Mouffe (2001) present. 
The way in how the challenging nature of the characteristic of fear perpetuates through the discourse, 
represents competing ways in understanding how it enters the climate change debate. Fear is often 
associated with shame and guilt which initially frame the concept of ‘flight shaming’. 

The context surrounding Greta Thunberg and her climate movement in printed newspaper media in 
Sweden, informs the argument of flying as being destructive to the environment due to its high amount 
of released emissions. Not only does the anti-flying movement contribute to the wider climate change 
debate, rather the use of Greta’s name, is interpreted, constructed, and portrayed correspondingly 
throughout the means of the Swedish media. More specifically, throughout the four selected printed 
newspapers.  

Despite this negative portrayal attached to the discourse of ‘flight shaming’ in the Swedish debate, the 
heightened awareness and concern for the climate has increased throughout the past few years, which 
can significantly draw a link to the increased media coverage on the ‘flight shaming’ concept through 
the rise of climate and environmental movements, which are shown throughout the data and identified 
in the analysis of the thesis. Thus, understanding the context as informatively tying into the broader 
debate of climate change in Sweden. 

As the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (2019) mentioned, the climate change debate in 
Sweden values the long-term goal of “zero net greenhouse gas emissions by 2045 at the latest” 
(ibid). Reducing greenhouse gas emissions by abstaining from flying, relates positively in contributing 
to the climate change debate. This recognition is understood to be taking any action that leads to 
achieving such goals. Therefore, in recognition of the analyses results for question two of this thesis, 
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the emergence of the discourse surrounding ‘flight shaming’ is portrayed to be contributing in a positive 
way towards the climate change debate in Sweden. However, it is important to distinguish that this 
effect is interpreted through the debate as merely a considerable result for the current and short-term 
contributions. The media representation of the effect of shame upon the individual is still very contested 
and is often recognised as being more destructive than beneficial in the long-term context. Nonetheless, 
the awareness and inclusion of the emerging discourse into the climate change debate, can be considered 
to represent the significant decrease in domestic flying in Sweden throughout the past two years (Trafik 
Analys, 2020). The portrayal of such results within the material from the Swedish media, is positively 
contributing to the wider climate change debate in Sweden. Thus, the ‘flight shaming’ discourse being 
presented in the Swedish media as influential in creating change within the behaviour of flying. This 
role of the Swedish media somewhat shapes consumer culture through its connection with flying and 
the shame surrounding this action. 

 

 

6.2. Climate change and the ideological divide  
In this thesis the second research question of ‘how has the ‘flight shaming’ discourse in the Swedish 
media, contributed to the climate change debate in Sweden?’, uncovered a variety of contributions that 
were perceived as both positively and negatively contributing to the climate change debate in Sweden, 
although mostly positive contributions. The identification in which the top-down influence from the 
media, communicate the emerging discourse, contributes to the climate change debate through its 
ideological divide of climate change. This is seen through the movement being perceived as creating a 
bottom-up influence on climate change. This way of understanding the emerging discourse and its 
characteristics, are important in understanding the contribution to the climate change debate. This can 
be discussed in relation to Jacquet et al. (2014) and their elaboration on the ideological divide over 
climate change, through the exploration of top-down and bottom-up approaches. The interplay between 
the social, psychological and political dynamics, are examined to be forming the attitudes and 
behaviours which relate to climate change and their issues (Jacquet, et al., 2014, p. 1). This seamlessly 
encompasses and represents ‘flight shaming’ in the public debate. With the introduction of the climate 
policy in 2017 in Sweden and the behavioural processes of the bottom-up approach that the movement 
of ‘flight shaming’ portrays, adds to this ideological divide of climate change. This representation can 
be seen through the figure of contributions outlined by Jacquet, et al. (2014) below: 

Fig. 2: Contributions of top-down and bottom-up influences to the ideological divide over climate 
change (Jacquet, et al., 2014, p. 2). 
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This representation outlined in Jacquet et al. (2014), “suggests that there are clear “top-down” 
institutional forces at work when it comes to the scepticism about climate change and the political 
acquiescence, and that these forces exacerbate the ideological divide” (Jacquet, et al., 2014, p. 2). Even 
though the research predominantly focuses on the situation of the divide in the United States of America, 
the divide can still be applied in the context of the Swedish climate change debate. The group 
justification in relation to climate movements involved with ‘flight shaming’, frame the message of how 
flying practices are harmful for the climate. This is seen through the influence of their actions as creating 
a bottom-up approach, with the objective in possibly leading to political recognition. Thus, creating a 
cooperation which considers compatibility of both bottom-up and top-down factors. Although the ideal 
outcome is to have a more mutual result from these factors, Jacqet et al. (2014), significantly identify 
the way in which climate change communications can often portray “fear messaging” and disregarding 
the message of “self-efficacy messaging”. This connection to the identified characteristic element of 
provoking fear, which was detected in this thesis analysis, relays the importance that provoking fear 
can create unwanted outcomes. Jacqet et al. (2014) elaborate, “a little fear may go a long way, and it 
may induce citizens to respond defensively and engage in denial and minimisation rather than facing 
up to the environmental problems” (ibid, p. 5). This relatable recognition of the conflicting effects of 
shame in the environmental and climate realm, symbolise the importance of boundary reactions and the 
concept of social vulnerability discussed in the literature for this thesis (Giner-Sorolla, et al., 2011). The 
overall depiction of the bottom-up approach recognised in the emerging discourse of ‘flight shaming’, 
can create contrasting effects. The ideological divide over the climate change debate in Sweden and 
understanding the size of its gap, can holistically represent the depiction of how the emergence of ‘flight 
shaming’ enters the public debate.  

 

 

6.3. Sustainable change 
Anshelm & Hultman (2014) highlight the use of ecomodern discourse, which refers to the way in that 
climate change effects will be resolved through the development of technology, carbon markets and 
green consumerism. Even though their discourse approach was not used in this thesis, it can 
significantly relate to the emergence of the discourse around ‘flight shaming’ through its large 
discussion portrayed in the Swedish media around biofuels, electric and other renewable energies used 
to fuel planes, offsetting carbon emissions which in turn, influence the green consumer. Furthermore, 
creating sustainable options that the individual (the green consumer) has the power over whether to fly 
or not. This way of thinking was established in Sweden in the 1990s when combating environmental 
problems such as climate change. More or less, one could observe the emerging discourse of ‘flight 
shaming’ to possibly be a strand from the wider discourse, as all three of the major aspects of 
development in technology, carbon markets and green consumerism are significantly detected in the 
analysis of the emerging discourse (Anshelm & Hultman, 2014). 

Capoccitti, et al. (2010) significantly identifies many solutions to go about this negative impact in which 
the aviation industry has on the environment. One resolution which they discuss, brings significant 
importance to the objectives of this thesis. Capoccitti, et al. (2010) highlight the change in the social 
norm to address more sustainable measures through suggesting that “it cannot be left up to the airlines 
alone. All parties involved must play a role in adoption of sustainable development in the aviation 
industry. Heightened awareness and acceptance of such practices and changing the mindset of public 
are important steps in this process. The sooner environmental objectives are part of the normal practices 
of a firm the quicker the world will address the rapid rate of natural resource consumption” (ibid, p. 
74). ‘Flight shaming’ and its recognition, is understood in this thesis through the way that it creates 
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awareness and concern surrounding the climate change debate in Sweden which in turn contributing to 
the mindset of the public as discussed by Capoccitti (2010) . 

Throughout the material, although only slightly touched upon in the analysis, showed a reaction from 
the ‘flight shaming’ movement. This was the important discussion surrounding the need to improve 
aviation technology (through innovative and developmental techniques) and implement viable transport 
alternatives. The latter refers to the ‘stay on the ground’ movement which was significantly bundled 
into the many coined catchphrases in which the emergence of ‘flight shaming’ created. As Greta 
Thunberg being the catalyst of the ‘flight shaming’ concept, chooses to travel by train as a sustainable 
method of transportation, the increase in demand for better rail systems in Sweden and to the rest of 
Europe, alongside the cooperation of airline companies with the train companies, produce a new 
sustainable way of thinking and behaving. Thus, influencing the choice of flying and the re-shaping of 
the social norm attached to its actions.  

Coming back to the importance of global sustainable development and the recognition of SDG 12 
(sustainable consumption and production) in this thesis. Emissions produced from commercial aviation 
are acknowledged in the facts surrounding energy use presented in SDG 12 (United Nations, 2015). 
The target of 12.C specifies the energy use as to “rationalize inefficient fossil-fuel subsidies that 
encourage wasteful consumption by removing market distortions, in accordance with national 
circumstances, including by restructuring taxation and phasing out those harmful subsidies, where they 
exist, to reflect their environmental impacts, taking fully into account the specific needs and conditions 
of developing countries and minimizing the possible adverse impacts on their development in a manner 
that protects the poor and the affected communities” (United Nations, 2015). The way in which the goal 
represents the power of the behaviour attached to flying, is seen through the implementation which 
comes elsewhere, namely higher up. A restructuring to reduce the use of fossil-fuels is significantly 
placed in the political sphere and not at an individual consumer level. This is both enhancing the 
discussion of how ‘flight shaming’ can make an actual impact on the aviation industry, however 
contradicting it at the same time. Enforcing sustainable change through the “taxation” and “phasing out 
harmful subsidies”, is an effective way of reducing aviation emissions through the use of political 
implementation although, where is the importance of the role of the consumer and their behaviours. 
Another important aspect to consider regarding the SDGs in the context of this study, is the target of 
12.6; “encourage companies, especially large and transnational companies, to adopt sustainable 
practices and to integrate sustainability information into their reporting cycle” (United Nations, 2015). 
This target alongside 12.C, can relate to the importance of transitioning out fossil-fuels, which is widely 
acknowledged and proposed for in the Swedish climate change policy (Ministry of the Environment 
and Energy, 2018). Although this positive transition to a more sustainable fuel is placed on the aviation 
industry, the pressures in which this transition require, can cause pressures elsewhere. This was 
identified in the empirical material ( although chosen to be left out as it was not significantly aligning 
with the research questions of this thesis), as the importance of the discussion is of significance when 
understanding the context of the global situation. An example of this discussion was raised through the 
way in which biofuels cause a conflicting argument regarding the deforestation of the rainforest. This 
was portrayed in the article by Svenska Dagbladet; The aviation industry’s ambitions to become 
environmentally friendly, threatens rainforests (SvD9). The article discusses the need for more biofuel 
and the increased production of palm oil and soya plantations, which grow most efficiently and 
effectively where rainforests lie. The already immense pressures on the rainforest’s ecosystems, caused 
by mass deforestation, create a ‘wicked problem’ in the discussion of sustainable fuels (Neimark, 2016; 
Danielsen, et al., 2008). The pressure on the aviation industry through the guidance seen in the SDGs 
which influence politics, alongside the pressure from ‘flight shaming’ and other environmental 
movements, cause great contradiction in transitioning to more sustainable fuels. 

 



34 
 

6.4. Post-pandemic picture 
The research of this study took place during the pandemic caused by the virus COVID-19. Along with 
the alarming death tolls, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) points out the current 
situation of the crisis as has seen drastic socio-economic impacts such as; economy crashes, overloaded 
health systems, change in social structures (United Nations Development Programme, 2020). The 
UNDP (2020) highlight the effects which are likely to “increase poverty and inequalities at a global 
scale, making achievement of SDGs even more urgent” (ibid). The effects that are currently being 
experienced, can be utilised as a sort of re-building approach in considering more sustainable 
approaches for global socio-economic structures. Therefore, the significance of this discussion applied 
to this thesis, can re-direct the structures around the norm of flying and the sustainable re-build of the 
aviation industry to create more transparent approaches in regard to the effects on climate change. The 
temporary halt in flying worldwide has assisted in, alongside other reduced transport and reduced 
consumption patterns, a significant decrease of globally released emissions (Le Quéré, et al., 2020). As 
the temporary norm surrounding flying behaviour and its practices during the pandemic, could have 
been perceived as inaccessible. Therefore, the means of adapting to the situation meant that the need to 
fly commercially was re-considered. Business meetings and work-related instances were transferred to 
video platforms which can significantly become a considered means of communication for future 
scenarios instead of flying domestically or internationally for a short-term task. The idea of flying to a 
holiday destination for the European summer of 2020 are also seen to be reconsidered and the idea of 
having a ‘staycation’ and the possibility of exploring local destinations has surfaced instead.  

Although this perception around flying has changed and the unknown of how these effects will influence 
the future ways of flying, the utilisation of such harrowing effects can ignite the importance of 
establishing sustainable frameworks within the re-building of socio-economic structures. The United 
Nations through the SDGs currently display this importance through highlighting how “the COVID-19 
pandemic offers countries and opportunity to build recovery plans that will reverse current trends and 
change our consumption and production patterns towards a more sustainable future” (United Nations, 
2020). The UN perceive the current crisis as an opportunity for a systematic shift to a more sustainable 
economy and how the pandemic can act as a catalyst for social change (United Nations, 2020). 
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7. Conclusion 
The aim of this study was to analyse how, through the work of Swedish media outlets, the concept of 
‘flight shaming’ has emerged as a new discourse within the Swedish climate change debate and what 
do its characteristic elements entail. Through the characteristics identified using the discourse analysis 
derived from Dryzek (1997), one can assess the emerging discourse through the use of Swedish media 
as; provoking fear in relation to the climate change, the negative delivery of the climate change crisis, 
the complexity attached to shame, metaphoric use of urgency attached to climate issues, passive phrases 
used to address the social norm of flying and science communication enhancing validity of the claims 
within the social context. The way in which the emergence of the discourse enters the climate change 
debate in Sweden, is seen through the effects in which the infliction of shame to the individual consumer 
has caused. These effects are recognised in the material as; creating change in the aviation industry to 
address their climate impacts, triggering political reaction in relation to climate policy,  the bottom-up 
approach in attempting to address the ideological divide of the perception of climate change, and the 
‘shaming of Greta’ which sparks competing interactions in the public debate. 

Although ‘flight shaming’ relates to the core idea of refusing to fly and choosing train travel as a 
replacement, the media comprehensively highlight the way in which the discussion has developed 
throughout platforms. Therefore, creating a bigger awareness on the issues of flying habits and their 
effects which fundamentally situate within the broader context of the climate change debate in Sweden. 
This discovery of climate concern and awareness placed within the individual, may not have initially 
been the intended effects from the emerging concept, although the effects of what it has created can be 
framed as somewhat positively contributing to the climate change debate. Evidently, in this thesis I am 
aware of the less effective constructs produced by the media which surround the discourse of ‘flight 
shaming’, such as the effects in which the perceived action of shaming inflicts social vulnerability upon 
the individual, and the pessimistic attitudes of certain stakeholders. However, the aim and research 
question of understanding the discourse and its context within the wider debate of climate change in 
Sweden, addresses the increase in awareness of climate concerns, which effectively promotes some sort 
of change in the broader sustainable development context.  

Further research and limitations of this study highlight the eventual suspension of observing the ‘flight 
shaming’ trend. This is due to the extremity of effects that surround commercial aviation caused by the 
disruption in which the COVID-19 pandemic had on both flying behaviours and statistics. Fortunately, 
opportunity of remediation in re-structuring the socio-economic world through a more sustainable 
approach could ignite new emerging trends. 
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10. Appendix 
Complete list of codes for the printed newspaper articles with their Swedish and English translated 
titles. As all articles were retrieved from printed newspapers using the newspaper database 
‘mediearkivet-retriever’, there are no website links to the printed articles. 

Newspaper: Dagens Nyheter (DN) 
Code Article title (Swedish) Article title (English) Date published 
DN1 Resebranschens löften om 

klimatet svåra att kontrollera 
The travel industry’s promise on the 
difficulty of controlling the climate 

10/10/2019 

DN2 Gör det lätt att flyga grönare Make it easy to fly greener 14/10/2019 
DN3 Flygskam är en elitisk position i 

vår konsumtionskultur 
‘Flight shaming’ is an elitist position in 
our consumption culture 
 

15/2/2018 

DN4 Catia Hultquist: flygskammen 
får fotvandringar att ta stora 
kliv på sociala medier 

Catia Hultquist: Flight shaming causes 
hiking to take big steps on social media 
 

4/3/2019 

DN5 Jannike Kihlberg: Enskildas 
agerande spelar roll för klimatet 

Jannike Kihlberg: Individuals actions 
matter for the climate 
 

29/1/2019 

DN6 Jannike Kihlberg: Många hade 
väntat sig vassare åtgärder 

Jannike Kihlberg: Many were expecting 
stricter actions 

1/3/2019 
 

DN7 Så kan skammen förändra 
normen 

How the shame can change the norm 
 

7/2/2018 

DN8 För billigt köpa sig fri från 
utsläpp 

Too cheap to buy yourself free from 
emissions 
 

17/3/2019 
 

DN9 Anna-Lena Laurén: Hur orkar 
folk tjafsa om hur man ska 
förhålla sig till flygskam? 

Anna-Lena Laurén: How can people be 
bothered to pester others on how they 
should behave in regard to ‘flight 
shaming’? 
 

24/8/2019 

DN10 Flygskam är bra för klimatet – 
men flerbarnsskam är bättre 

Flight shaming is good for the climate – 
but having ‘multiple children shaming’ is 
better 
 
 

26/2/2019 
 

 

DN11 Skuldbeläggande gör inte att 
fler blir klimatvänliga” 

“Guilt does not make more people become 
climate friendly” 
 

19/9/2019 
 

DN12 Turistforskare: “Klimatoro kan 
ge färre OS-besök” 

Tourism researcher: “Climate concerns 
could generate less Olympic visitors” 

24/6/2019 
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Newspaper: Svenska Dagbladet (SvD)  
Code Article title (Swedish) Article title (English) Date published 

SvD1 “Diskussionen om flygande 
hjälper oss att få rätt agenda” 

“The discussion about flying helps us to get 
the right agenda” 
 

19/11/2019 

SvD2 Asiatisk lyft för Helsingfors 
flygplats 

An Asian boost for Helsinki’s airport 
 

22/7/2019 

SvD3 Dämpa ångesten med ny 
Teknik 

Suppress the anxiety with new technology 
 

23/2/2019 

SvD4 Det finns människor som borde 
skämmas 

There are people that should be ashamed 
 

2/10/2019 

SvD5 Emma Frans: Svårt avgöra 
effekten av att hänga ut 
influencers 

Emma Frans: Hard to determine the effect 
of calling out influencers 
 

2/3/2019 

SvD6 En vecka med båt till USA – är 
det möjligt att sluta flyga? 

A week by boat to USA -  is it possible to 
quit flying? 
 

27/4/2019 

SvD7 Fler väljer tågsemester-
kortförsäljningen ökar 

Many are choosing holidays by train – card 
sales are increasing 
 

3/4/2019 
 

SvD8 Flygbranschen sänker 
vinstprognos – men inte på 
grund av klimatångest 

The flying industry lowers profit forecasts – 
but not because of climate anxiety 
 

4/6/2019 

SvD9 Flygbranschens strävan att bli 
miljövänlig hot mot regnskog 

The flight industry’s ambitions to become 
environmentally friendly, threatens 
rainforests 
 

7/10/2019 

SvD10 Flygskam ett huvudbry för 
flygbranschen 

Flight shaming a headache for the flight 
industry 
 

28/9/2019 

SvD11 Jenny Nordberg: Symboler och 
gester väger tyngre än fakta 

Jenny Nordberg: Symbols and gestures 
weigh heavier than facts 

1/9/2019 

SvD12 Lisa Irenius: Flygskammen 
kan vara ett enda stort 
missförstånd 

Lisa Irenius: Flight Shaming can be a 
single big misunderstanding  

19/5/2019 

SvD13 Klimatförändringar och Brexit 
– utmaningar för flygindustrin 

Climate change and Brexit – challenges for 
the aviation industry 
 

7/9/2019 

SvD14 Johan Sjögren: Skam och 
ångest förlamar debaten 

Johan Sjögren: Shame and anxiety paralyse 
the debate 

20/11/2019 

SvD15 Maria Ludvigsson: Ni borde 
skämmas som skäms så mycket  
 

Maria Ludvigsson: You should feel 
ashamed those who shame a lot 

3/7/2019 

SvD16 Undersökning: Flygskam 
påverkar tillväxten  
 

Study: Flight shaming affects growth 
 

4/10/2019 

SvD17 Svenskarna tog fram paraplyer 
när Europa led av 
rekordvärme  
 

Swedes got out their umbrellas when 
Europe faced record temperatures 

10/8/2019 

SvD18 Therese Larsson Hultin: EU:s 
miljöpartier går fyra nyanser 
av grönt  
 

Therese Larsson Hultin: EUs 
environmental parties are going four 
shades of green 

29/6/2019 
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SvD19 Trafiken underskattas som 
tung utsläppkälla 

The traffic is underestimated as a source of 
emissions 

28/6/2019 

SvD20 Wetterstrand vill se fler piskor 
för flygbolagen 

Wetterstrand wants to see more procedures 
for airlines 

14/3/2018 

SvD21 Trots flygskam – manga 
panikbokar resor  
 

Despite flight shaming – many panickily 
book trips 
 

18/7/2019 

 
 

Newspaper: Aftonbladet (A) 
Code Article title (Swedish) Article title (English) Date published 

A1 Rätta ryggen, nu går vår skam 
på export 

Straighten your back, now our shame is 
being exported 

3/5/2019 

A2 Politikerna tar flyget till 
Gotland  
 

Politicians take the plane to Gotland 
 

8/7/2019 

A3 Flygskam kan inte rädda vårt 
klimat 

Flight shaming cannot save our climate 6/3/2019 

A4 Åsa Lindborg: Skammen har 
fått en politisk function 

Åsa Lindborg: Shame has gained a political 
function 

10/3/2019 

A5 Svenskar – var är 
surfskammen? 

Swedes -  where is the surf shaming 3/6/2019 

 
 
 

Newspaper: Expressen (E) 
Code Article title (Swedish) Article title (English) Date published 

E1 Brit-Marie har varit i alla 
länder – men känner ingen 
flygskam 

Brit-Marie has been to every country – but 
feels not flight shame 

26/5/2019 

E2 Flygskam för politikerna Flight shaming for politicians  16/4/2019 
E3 Ingen “Greta-effekt” på 

flygtrafiken 
No “Greta-effect” in the flight traffic 16/7/2019 

E4 Malin Åkermans klimatkamp: 
Det känns självklart 

Malin Åkermans climate battle: It feels 
right 

21/12/2019 

E5 Stordalen slår tillbaka mot 
miljökritiken 

Stordalen strikes back at the environmental 
criticism 

2/11/2019 

E6 Okända flygnätverkets 
inflytande över Arlanda 

Unknown flight networks influence over 
Arlanda 

1/10/2019 
 

E7 Svenskars private flygresor – 
en stor klimatbov 

Swedes private flight trips – a big climate 
outlaw 

6/12/2018 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


