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"Alltid dar man allt for liten for att hinga med
Att bli digd av alla storre, nd, jag tycker det dr fel
Man far inte vara med i leken man far ingen chans
Fast en vacker dag ska jag visa alla att jag kan
Allt jag hor dr bara stick ivig

Lille vin, dra hdr ifran

Det blir bist om du gér sa hdr

Du fattar inte vad vi har pa gang

Men jag vet ndr jag dndd tror

Men det vill dem inte hora pa

De sdger vinta tills du blir stor

Da kommer du nog forsta”

"Always you re to little to come along

To be owned by all those older, no I think that s wrong
You can 't join in the game you don 't get a chance
But one day I'll show them all that I can

All you hear is get lost

Little friend get out of here

1t s best if you do like this

You don t understand what we ve got going on
But I know when I believe

But they don t want to hear

They say wait until you re grown

Then you’ll probably understand”

Lyrics to the song Inte stor nog — Not old enough (Timbuktu, 2013)
Translated to English by J. Nordqvist



Abstract

Johan Nordqvist

“They say wait until you're grown then you’ll probably understand”

A qualitative examination of Swedish youths’ experiences of marginalization in the context of
climate governance

This study examines how Swedish youths, aged 15—17, perceive their ability to participate in
climate governance and whether they experience marginalization within political decision-
making related to climate change. The study draws on Nancy Fraser’s theory of justice to
analyze youth experiences through the dimensions of maldistribution, misrecognition,
misrepresentation and misframing. Additionally, the study also draws comparisons to the
rights of children outlined by the Convention of the Rights of the Child. The study is based on
a qualitative research approach with data being collected through three semi-structured focus
group interviews with a total of 16 Swedish youths, and explores how institutional barriers
adultist assumptions, limited knowledge and restricted opportunities for political participation
interact and how it influences youth political agency in the context of climate governance in
Sweden.

The findings indicate that participants perceived a significant gap between their strong stake
in climate-related decisions and their comparatively limited ability to influence them.
Respondents identified the voting age, adultist assumptions, lack of knowledge, and lack of
accessible participatory channels as the most significant barriers to youth participation. While
youths are able to indirectly influence climate policy, it is inherently dependent on adult
recognition and thus perceived as uncertain. The study also finds that the differing forms of
marginalization can reinforce one another and contribute to feelings of political inefficacy and
hopelessness among youths. In relation to the Convention of the Right of the Child, the study
finds there also exists a considerable gap between children’s right of participation and their
ability to exercise these rights in the context of climate governance.

In conclusion, the study argues that while youths have the right to participate, this right is
often difficult for them to exercise to a meaningful degree.

Keywords: Climate justice, youth participation, climate change, marginalization, adultism,
children’s rights, intergenerational justice.
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1. Introduction

Climate change is considered one of the most prescient challenges which impacts children’s
ability to survive grow and develop (UNICEF, 2019, p. 1). Although the view on climate change
as a substantial threat has been part of the scientific consensus since the 1990s and efforts to
curb human-caused climate emissions has resulted in lowered increases in annual emission year
by year, it has thus far been inadequate to meaningfully alter the course of global warming
(IPCC, 1995, p. 22; Roser & Ritchie, 2024; IPCC, 2023). The most ambitious target set by the
2015 Paris climate agreement was to limit global warming to “well below 2 °C above pre-
industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 °C above pre-
industrial levels” (UNFCC, 2015). However, the 2023 report issued by the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2023, p. 11) concluded that while adaptation measures are
being implemented the current trajectory is likely to overshoot 1,5 °C and make it difficult to
limit warming below 2 °C average global temperature compared to pre-industrial levels.

One group that has been of particular importance in mobilizing and sustaining the contemporary
climate movement is children and young people. Through school strikes, demonstrations and
grassroots activism, youth activists have contributed to increased public awareness of climate
change. Within this context Sweden holds particular significance as the birthplace of the Fridays
for Future (FfF) movement. In 2018 Greta Thunberg initiated a school strike outside Swedish
parliament, calling on the political establishment to prioritize climate change mitigation. The
movement rapidly gained global traction and at its peak more than 7,6 million people across
185 countries participated in street demonstrations (Hasegawa, 2022). Fabel et al. (2025, p. 2,
12) in their study of climate activism in Germany note that youth movements has resulted in
some indirect political change. They denote a correlation between climate demonstrations by
FfF and increased local media coverage of environmental issues, as well as greater political
support for green parties (Fabel et al., 2025, p. 2, 12). Thus, while youth activists are largely
unable to enact political change through official channels, their mobilization appears to increase
the salience of climate change in the public debate which also translates into political support
for parties prioritizing these issues. These demonstrations and strikes have also garnered
widespread media attention as well as in academia, where many have expressed support for the
movement and its objectives (Cologna et al., 2021, p. 1). On the political side some parties have
showed broad support for the FfF movement, whereas others oppose it and others still are more
mixed (Berker & Pollex, 2022, p. 768-769).

Berker and Pollex (2022, p. 768—769) note that while the youth climate movement has brought
increased public attention to climate change and support to combat it, the movement has not
been very successful in broadening political support for action among political parties beyond
those who already favor climate action. Likewise, the widespread recognition of the movement
has not translated into large-scale policy change to combat the effects of climate change (Han
& Ahn, 2020, p. 17). As noted by UNICEF (2019, p. 3) “The climate crisis is a child rights
crisis. It is a child rights crisis because not only does it threaten to undo the major gains made
over the past years, but it also impedes the realization of all the rights of children as captured
in the Convention on the Rights of the Child”. The UN Convention of the Rights of The Child



(CRC) establishes a set of civil, political and social rights which applies to all individuals under
the age of 18 (United Nations, 1989). According to UNICEF (n.d.) there are four fundamental
principles which are central to the convention, these being non-discrimination (Art. 2), the best
interests of the child (Art. 3), the right to life, survival and development (Art. 6) and the right
of children to express their views freely in all matters affecting them (Art. 12). Within the
context of climate change the right of children are particularly important, as decisions made in
the present will have long-term consequences which will disproportionately affect children and
young people (UNICEF, 2019, p. 2, 4). While democratic institutions in most countries limit
youths’ ability to direct political participation such as voting, the CRC implies that this does not
negate states obligation to ensure that young people’s voices are considered as outlined by
article 12 (United Nations, 1989).

This study therefore aims to examine Swedish youth’s perceptions as to whether they feel
marginalized or under included within the climate context. Addressing climate change is a
central tenet of the 2030 agenda, and goal 16,7 also states that responsive, inclusive and
representative decision-making is of paramount importance (UN, n.d.). UNICEF (2019, p. 6)
also calls for a paradigm shift to provide opportunities for future generations while protecting
the natural environment. They also note that children should not be viewed as passive victims
of climate change, and that their voices must be included in political spaces (UNICEF, 2019, p.
6). Likewise, the CRC states that children and youths are entitled to equal consideration as that
of adults (United Nations, 1989).

1.1 Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this thesis is to examine whether Swedish youths aged 15-17 consider
themselves to be marginalized within the context of climate governance, and if so if they feel
disenfranchised more or less within certain political, economic and social aspects therein.

The research questions posed by the study are as follows:

1. Do Swedish youths consider themselves to be marginalized within climate governance,
based on Nancy Frasers’s dimensions of justice?

2. Based on youth perceptions, to what extent are the rights granted to children by the CRC
adhered to in the context of climate governance?

2. Previous research

This section will cover previous research that is relevant to the subject of youth marginalization
related to climate change. Some of the articles examine the circumstances which make children
as a demographic particularly vulnerable, as well as the societal and social mechanisms through
which children become marginalized in climate governance. The articles that examine the
experiences of youths are mostly centered around those engaged in climate activism of one
form or another. While these studies focus on a narrower subset within the youth population,
they still provide a useful background for understanding existing perspectives of youth
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experiences on climate marginalization, as well as providing a base for comparison with those
of ‘everyday’ youths which are the subject of this study.

2.1 Youth vulnerability and climate injustice

Young people have increasingly been recognized as an important stakeholder in the context of
climate governance. Notably, the UN Sustainable Development goals (SDGs) identify youth as
one of nine groups considered central to achieving a sustainable future (Wilson et al., 2024, p.
2). Simultaneously, young people and particularly children are also a group which are
particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. Parsons et al. (2025, p. 1238) note that
children are especially vulnerable to negative effects of climate change such as heat, lack of
nutrients, disease and social instability. Due to the temporal nature of climate change where
current environmental degradation will be more pronounced in the future, young people are
more likely to experience the effects of climate change to a greater extent over their lifetime
(Parsons et al. 2025, p. 1238). These effects are also unevenly distributed and are likely to
reinforce existing inequalities. Socio-economic, regional, racial or gender disparities are likely
to intersect with and compound the effects of climate degradation and reduce the resilience of
already marginalized populations (Parsons et al., 2025, p. 1238). Children in these communities
are therefore more likely to experience disproportionately severe consequences of climate
change.

The uneven distribution of the impacts of climate change upon younger generations is
commonly viewed in the research through the lens of intergenerational injustice. Kotz¢ and
Knappe (2023, p. 2) as well as Trott (2024, p. 1) denote that younger generations are not just
vulnerable but experience a unique position of injustice where they have contributed the least
to cause climate change while simultaneously suffering the most long-term effects. This
inequality is further exacerbated by the limited political agency provided to children and youths
within most democratic nations (Kotzé¢ & Knappe, 2023, p. 1). Since most young people lack
formal political rights, most notably the right to vote, their ability to create change in climate
policy through official decision-making channels becomes greatly limited. The lack of political
agency afforded to youths is significant, because even where political candidates might
advocate for expanded environmental protections, a large base for those ideas are young people
which are not eligible to vote (Kotzé & Knappe, 2023, p. 6). Kotz¢ and Knappe (2023, p. 6, 7)
also note that most political institutions revolve around short-term electoral cycles which makes
it difficult to prioritize long-term issues such as environmental stability. Thus, youth
vulnerability becomes both environmental and political. The effects of climate change are likely
to be disproportionately felt by younger generations while the current political status quo
creates structural barriers that restrict their ability to create change in the present to protect their
future selves from the effects of climate change.



2.2 Adult-centrism and institutional exclusion

Trott (2024, p. 3) and Kotzé and Knappe (2023, p. 4, 5) both denote how young people’s
participation in climate politics is constrained by adult-dominated political structures and age-
based assumptions about their competence. They argue that adult society tends not to recognize
youths as legitimate political actors, due to assumptions that age inextricably corresponds with
knowledge and competence (Kotzé & Knappe, 2023, p. 2; Trott, 2024, p. 3). Kotz¢ and Knappe
(2023, p. 5) describes that youths are often framed as “human becomings” who have not yet
attained the knowledge and rationality needed to partake in political decision-making, which
legitimizes disregarding their opinions. This perspective can effectively defer children’s
political agency until adulthood, even though decisions made in the present are likely to have
significant consequences for their future adulthoods. This creates an intergenerational tension
in which young people are expected to live with the long-term consequences of climate change
while having comparatively limited influence over the decisions which affect its future
trajectory.

Trott (2024, p. 2) argues that these assumptions surrounding age are not an objective reality but
rather socially constructed. She divides the understanding of age into essentialist and
constructivist perspectives. The essentialist interpretation views age as a natural demographic
divide which uses chronological time as a basis to separate life into phases such as childhood,
youth and adulthood. These phases are seen as fixed biological realities with innate limitations
and vulnerabilities (Trott, 2024, p. 2). The constructivist perspective instead understands the
division of age into categories as socially and culturally constructed systems that imbue
categories like child and adult with certain inherent meaning. Trott (2024, p. 2) denotes that the
western interpretation of age tends towards the understanding that children and youths are
inherently less knowledgeable and competent than adults, though seen from the constructivist
viewpoint this notion reflects the societal understanding of age rather than objective reality.
This perspective largely erases the reality in which youths, particularly those active within
climate movements, often possess a great deal of knowledge and could offer unique
perspectives and insights into the issues of climate change. Thus, the exclusion of youths from
political participation is a result of institutional barriers in combination with adult-centric
cultural and social norms that delegitimize youth perspectives and political agency.

2.3 Youth activism, ideology and strategy

Previous research further notes that youth activists demonstrate an awareness of the structural
barriers which limit their influence within official political channels, and in response have
attempted to create alternative strategies to affect change (Trott, 2024, p. 10; Aiello & Di
Martino, 2024, p. 383, 384). Aiello and Di Martino (2024, p. 383, 384) note that youth activist
networks have focused on establishing alternative structures of participation and
communication such as digital platforms, podcasts and newsletters which allows them to
communicate and voice their political positions on their own terms. Similarly, activist groups
have utilized climate litigation as a strategy to gain influence through the judicial system rather
than the electorate (Kotzé & Knappe, 2023, p. 2; Sharma, 2023, p. 167). While progress using



climate litigation has faced setbacks, there have also been some successes which may result in
incremental progress where youth activists can utilize the learnings of other litigants to better
utilize the legal system to their advantage. Thus, it is seen as a potentially important strategy
for empowering younger generations and increasing recognition of youth rights within climate
governance (Sharma, 2023, p. 167; Kotzé & Knappe, 2023, p. 6). However, Sharma (2023, p.
167) also recognizes that the language and process of the judicial system often put child litigants
at a disadvantage which makes this avenue of justice less accessible to them. Youth activists
have also changed the framing of climate change from just an environmental issue to a multi-
faceted societal one. Theodorou et al. (2023, p. 64) note that activists frequently emphasize
global inequities, intergenerational justice and capitalist economics and consumerism’s role in
creating emissions. Several sources also denote the framing of climate change through the
aspect of time (Kotzé¢ & Knappe, 2023, p. 4; Theodorou et al., 2023, p. 66). By framing the
crisis as an amalgamation of past decisions and practices by earlier generations activists tie the
crisis to an intergenerational angle. Activists also utilize slogans such as “not much time left”
which subsumes the at-risk future into the present. This framing also collapses current and
future time into one another, allowing activists to assert a right to protect the endangered future
by acting in the present (Theodorou et al., 2023, p. 66).

Theodorou et al. (2023, p. 68) and Trott (2024, p. 10) also note that activists recognize the need
for intergenerational cooperation. Due to adults possessing greater formal political agency such
as voting rights and positions within political and institutional structures, their involvement
is likely to strengthen the movement’s ability to exert political influence. Simultaneously,
activists also express concern that increased adult participation may undermine the youth
identity and perspectives within the movement or reproduce adult-centric power dynamics
within activist spaces (Trott, 2024, p. 8).

2.4 Research gap

The research presented provides clear evidence that children and youths will be
disproportionately impacted by the effects of climate change. It also demonstrates that children
and youths in the current present often have their concerns about climate degradation
disregarded or ignored, as well as the role of adult-centric power structures in limiting youth
ability to participate in the present. Additionally, youth climate activists demonstrate a clear
awareness of their marginalization and of them having evolved new strategies to enable their
participation outside formal political and institutional channels. While the previous research has
identified barriers to youth participation, relatively few have explored how these barriers are
interpreted and experienced by youths themselves. While Trott (2024) and Theodorou et al.
(2023) have examined youth activist perspectives on these barriers, research exploring the
experiences of ‘everyday’ youths is comparatively scarce. This lack of research creates a gap in
understanding how youths not necessarily engaged in climate activism perceive their own
political exclusion and ability to influence climate policy. Additionally, much of the literature
examines youth exclusion from an international perspective, or in some cases the national level
in countries such as the US and Cyprus, but the insight into the Swedish context is limited. As
the country of origin for the FfF movement as well as having relatively progressive legislation
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aimed at environmental protection and youth inclusion, Sweden presents an interesting context
in which to examine how young people perceive their own political agency in climate
governance. Thus, this thesis seeks to examine how youths in Sweden perceive and experience
marinization in relation to climate change. By focusing on the perspectives of ‘everyday’ youths
this study also aims to understand how young people as a democratic interpret and experience
their own political agency.

3. Theoretical concepts

This section introduces the main theoretical concepts that will be utilized as an analytical
framework throughout the study, as well as how it applies to youths in the context of climate
marginalization. Additionally, some key concepts and terms will be defined to clarify how
they are used throughout the study.

3.1 Fraser’s theory of justice

This thesis analyses the perceptions and experiences of youths regarding disenfranchisement
within climate policy based on Nancy Frasers multi-dimensional theory of justice, as defined
in Scales of Justice: Reimagining Political Space in a Globalizing World (2009). Traditional
theories of political disenfranchisement often place a large emphasis on electoral participation
and define marginalization as the denial of the legal right to vote. Such a framework would
impose a largely binary definition of inclusion wherein children and youths would be
categorically disenfranchised since individuals under the age of 18 are not given suffrage in
most jurisdictions. Regardless of whether one considers imposing an age of majority fair or
unfair, it is an accepted practice within most democratic nations to exclude those below a
defined age of majority from democratic participation, without it being considered an unjust
marginalization of these groups. Such a definition would also disregard the interplay between
formal and informal factors which contribute to the systemic disregard for youth concerns.
Therefore, the analysis of youths as a demographic requires a framework which includes both
structural exclusion and social factors, which makes Fraser’s framework suitable for this study.

Fraser’s (2009, p. 16) theory is grounded in what she refers to as “parity of participation” which
defines justice as an arrangement where all individuals within society are able to interact with
one another as peers. When institutional structures, economic maldistribution, or cultural values
infringe upon this parity between individuals is when injustice occurs (Fraser, 2009, p. 16).
Seen through this lens, youths’ demand for climate justice can fundamentally be seen as a
demand for parity within the democratic debate. Fraser (2009, p. 16—18) divides these factors
into four separate categories: the economic; maldistribution, the cultural; misrecognition and
the political; misrepresentation and misrecognition.



3.1.1 Maldistribution

Maldistribution is defined as a form of economic injustice whereby society is structured to deny
certain individuals economic or material resources which in turn prevent them from
participating with others in an equal manner (Fraser, 2009, p. 16). The maldistribution can be
the result of intentional or unintentional practices but as noted by Fraser the existence of this
inequality is to be perceived as an injustice regardless of the reason it has developed. While
there certainly exist an economic maldistribution between older and younger generations, what
is perhaps more relevant as pertains to youths and climate justice is the maldistribution of the
“right” to pollute. Older generations have been able to emit greenhouse gases with few
limitations, until the 1980s when the scientific consensus shifted to the perspective that such a
lifestyle was unsustainable. This ability to emit without limitations has resulted in increased
economic prosperity for older generations, albeit that the economic growth has not been evenly
distributed. However, younger generations cannot emit to the same extent since it’s now
accepted that it endangers the long-term habitability of the planet, which will impact them to a
greater extent. Thus, the economic rewards of uninhibited pollution has been reaped mostly by
older generations while the environmental debt of such practices are passed on to younger and
future generations which likely will have to make greater economic sacrifices to protect the
habitability of the planet. Thus, this thesis will examine this dimension through the lens of an
unequal divide of the “right” to emit greenhouse gases rather than economic resources.

3.1.2 Misrecognition

Fraser (2009, p. 16) defines misrecognition as individuals being denied equal ability to
participate based on cultural values that are engrained in institutions and hierarchies. Thus,
misrecognition is not a matter of individual prejudice but an institutionalized pattern which
categorizes certain individuals as inferior or deficient which justifies them not being considered
political peers (Fraser, 2009, p. 17). A culture of marginalization tends to become engrained
within institutions which create informal barriers that prevent the marginalized group from
participating in an equal manner. In the context of the climate debate, adult-dominated
institutions tend to categorize children and youths as unknowledgeable or naive. These
institutional hierarchies which assert that higher age necessarily corresponds with greater
knowledge culturally devalue the political agency of young people and justify dismissing their
concerns. Even when youths attempt to bypass formal barriers through activism, their demands
can still be dismissed due to the societal view of them as illegitimate political actors on the basis
of their age and perceived lack of experience.

3.1.3 Misrepresentation and misframing

Fraser (2009, p. 17) defines the political dimension as determining who counts as a member of
a political community and therefore is entitled to equal participation. She also divides political
injustice into two subcategories: ordinary political misrepresentation and misframing. Political
misrepresentation occurs when internal rules of political decision making systematically deny
individuals it recognizes as members from participating in an equal manner. Misframing on the
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other hand concerns the external boundaries of a community. Misframing occurs when these
political boundaries are drawn in a way that wrongly excludes individuals who are deeply
affected by the community’s decisions. Fraser (2009, p. 17—18) argues that individuals who are
misframed are rendered political “non-person” since they are placed outside the political frame
and are denied the standing to advocate for themselves, and their demands of justice are seen
as illegitimate.

When applied to Swedish youths within the political context of climate change it’s evident that
they are subjected to both forms of political injustice. They are recognized as subjects of the
state, participate in the Swedish education system and are bound by Swedish law. However, the
age of majority systematically denies them any formal say in domestic decision-making
processes, forcing them to abide by decisions they have no formal power to shape. Furthermore,
youths also face misframing. Since climate change is an intergenerational crisis, the policies
enacted in the present will impact current youths and future generations. However, the current
political frame restricts decision-making power exclusively to current adults. By relegating the
political agency of youths to the future, which exists outside the present political boundary, they
are excluded from participation in the climate decisions being made today, which renders them
largely unable to advocate for justice on their own behalf.

Fraser emphasizes that the economic, cultural and political dimensions of injustice should be
treated as analytically distinct categories. Although Fraser (2009, p. 18) acknowledges that
these dimensions often intersect and can amplify one another, she argues it’s reductionist to
view either as the direct cause of the other. Because they function as separate mechanisms of
injustice this thesis will analyze the different aspects of Fraser’s framework separately and
thereafter discuss how these cumulate and interact with one another and what the effects are for
Swedish youths.

3.2 Definitions of concepts and terms

This section outlines several central concepts and terms as well as how these will be defined
throughout the study.

Children and youths

For the purposes of this study children are defined as all individuals below the age of 18, based
on the definition set by the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989). The term
youth 1s used specifically to refer to individuals aged 15-17. This distinction is made to
differentiate the broader population of children and a subgroup which are temporally closer to
the age of majority. Thereby, youths are defined as being part of the category of children, but
not all children are included within the category of youths. The term young people is also
sometimes used interchangeably with youths.

Climate governance

Climate governance refers to political decision-making processes which are relevant to the topic
of climate change.



Justice and injustice

Justice is defined as a state in which all members within a society, regardless of economic,
cultural or political considerations, are able to participate in society as peers. Injustice is
therefore defined as a state in which certain economic, cultural or political inequalities prevent
certain individuals or groups within society from partaking in an equal manner. These
inequalities can be intentional or accidental but are regardless considered to be unjust.

Internalized adultism

Adultism throughout this essay refers to a prejudiced belief towards children and youths. The
beliefs may vary but are usually centered around prejudiced assumptions pertaining to
children’s and or youth’s competence, knowledge, political legitimacy or similar. Internalized
adultism refers to youths having internalized such views and expressing them about themselves
or other children to justify their own exclusion or adult superiority.

4. Background

This section provides an overview of the current institutional obligation which Sweden has
committed to as relates to climate change and youth rights. It also provides context into the
rise and evolution of the FfF movement, as well as the national and international reception the
movement received and what changes has occurred in response.

4.1 Institutional obligations

To understand youth climate disenfranchisement, it must be understood as part of the wider
context of the legal obligations to sustainability and intergenerational equality that the Swedish
state is obligated to work towards, and what legal rights that children and youths are entitled to
within the context of climate change. The foremost commitment to sustainability made by the
Swedish state is enshrined as part of the national constitution which states that “The public
sector shall promote sustainable development that leads to a good environment for current and
future generations” (SFS 1974:152). This commitment to sustainable development and
inclusive climate governance is further anchored in international frameworks such as the United
Nations 2030 Agenda and Pact for the future, which emphasizes the importance of a sustainable
transition that is just to both current and future generations (UN, 2015, p. 6; UN, 2024, p. 29,
30). The CRC has also been incorporated into Swedish national law since 2020 which means
that the state is bound to adhere to the articles of the convention (SFS 2018:1197). Since the
convention includes the rights of children to be heard in all matters which impacts them, the
state is mandated to take children’s views and opinions into consideration, which would include
the demands of youth climate activists to address climate change. These legal requirements are
operationalized through the national climate policy framework and climate law which has
established legally binding commitments for the nation to reduce climate emissions and achieve
net neutrality of greenhouse gas emissions by 2045 (Klimatpoltiska Radet, n.d.; SES 2017:720).
For Swedish youths, this framework functions as a form of contract which binds the state to

9



protect the ecological boundaries of their future adulthoods. Despite these frameworks on both
national and international levels intended to guarantee children’s rights and intergenerational
justice in the context of climate change, the measures to achieve a more sustainable society has
thus far been slow and insufficient to curb the effect of climate change.

4.2 The rise and evolution of youth climate activism

The perceived failure of formal institutions to adequately address climate change, combined
with exclusion from most formal decision-making processes led to an increased mobilization
among Swedish youths in extra-political channels. The catalyst for youth mobilization began
in august of 2018 with Greta Thunberg beginning a weekly school strike outside parliament to
urge climate action. What began as a solitary act of protest developed into the Fridays for Future
(FfF) movement, which rapidly gained global traction and transformed youth climate concern
from an individualized desire for change into a structural political demand to seriously address
climate change. Thunberg became a highly politicized figure who alongside other youth
activists participated in several international climate summits, which has been leveraged to
increase the profile of climate change and explicitly criticizing world leaders for not taking the
climate crisis seriously.

As the youth climate movement has grown its ideological framework has also expanded. Thew
et al. (2020) notes that the discourse and demands of youth climate movements have evolved
significantly over the years. While the movements initial rhetoric was largely centered around
intergenerational injustice it has grown to encompass intragenerational issues as well. This
change marks a transition from focusing solely on the uneven distribution of resources and
responsibility of emissions across time to addressing it across space in the present as well (Thew
et al., 2020). The movement has adopted an increasingly intersectional perspective, recognizing
other social groups such as the poor, women, minorities, and indigenous communities, which
are similarly vulnerable to the uneven distribution of resources. They also frame climate change
as an interconnected issue where racism, sexism and capitalist wealth accumulation are viewed
as structural drivers of maldistribution that in turn creates power imbalances between the global
north and south (Thew et al., 2020). This frame highlights the injustice of historical emission
wherein those least responsible for historical emissions, such as populations in the global south,
are likely to be the most affected by the fallout of climate change. The framework of the youth
climate movement can thus be seen as having evolved into demanding fundamental systemic
change which prioritizes not only environmental sustainability but also equal distribution of
resources across time and space, reducing social and global power disparities and recognizing
the role that colonial exploitation and historical emissions play in the current climate crisis.

4.3 Reception and response

The emergence of the FfF movement as well as the school strikes and demonstrations received
widespread media attention globally (Cologna et al., 2021, p. 1, 9). Although Sweden had
already adopted the climate policy framework before the movement gained prominence, the
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strikes coincided with a notable increase in the perceived political importance of climate
change. According to data from the SOM Institute (2026, p. 54) the proportion of respondents
who perceived environmental and energy topics as one of the country’s most important political
issues increased from an average of ~12,3 % during the period 2010-2017 to 22 % during 2018-
2025. While it’s important to note that this data does not establish why respondents considered
climate to be a more important political issue during this time, and as such the observed increase
cannot be solely attributed to the FfF movement. However, given the movement's extensive
public visibility during this period it is plausible that the FfF movement at the very least
contributed to raising the political salience of climate change in Sweden. However, the
increased public concern for environmental issues has thus far not translated into effective
climate policy. The Swedish climate policy council’s most recent report (Klimatpolitiska Réadet,
2026, p. 33, 34) denotes that although the gap towards the 2045 net zero target has decreased,
short-term emissions increased, resulting in higher cumulative emissions. The report also states
that the current climate action plan is insufficient to address Sweden’s climate impact and that
only about half of environmentally beneficial policies proposed have been implemented,
increasingly placing the burden of climate adaptation onto the future (Klimatpolitiska Radet,
2026, p. 6, 7). The report concludes that the reversal of previous positive emission trends and
the projected increase in short-term emissions makes it unlikely that Sweden will meet the 2030
interim emission targets, while the prospect of achieving the 2045 net-zero target have also
decreased (Klimatpolitiska Rédet, 2026, p. 6).

At the international level the FfF movement has had a similar impact. Marquardt (2020) argues
that the movement has increased the political salience of climate change on the international
level. The movement also gained increased recognition within international climate
governance, with Thunberg being invited to address major international summit. In response to
the growing calls for climate action and youth inclusion the UN established the Young Advisory
Group on Climate Change. The stated aim of this group was to amplify youth voices and
perspectives and help raise ambitions and accelerate action on climate change (UN, 2020). High
ranking individuals such as then secretary general of the UN Antdnio Guterres praised the youth
climate movement and encouraged them to hold his generation accountable. This growing
institutional recognition provided the movement with an increased level of political legitimacy.
However, while the FfF movement has increasingly gained recognition in international political
discourse and put climate change on the agenda, the movement has not achieved their goals of
producing substantial societal change which would put avoid the temperature increases of 2
degrees of warming (Spaiser et al,. 2022). Likewise, the youth group established at the UN is
advisory, and while this has granted youths increased visibility and representation, the ability
to influence policy outcome is likely to be limited. Perhaps in response to the perceived
limitations of conventional political participation, the youth movement has evolved new tactics
such as climate litigation which attempt to utilize the legal system to compel specific countries
to address climate change. While such cases have had mixed outcomes, successful litigation
provides an alternative mechanism for youths to challenge climate inaction.
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5. Methodology

This thesis is based on a qualitative research methodology with data collection being conducted
through semi-structured focus group interviews. Bryman (2018, p. 603, 604) describes focus
groups as a form of group interviews centered around a certain question or theme, which makes
the method particularly relevant to researchers that seek to examine the individual as part of a
certain group. Since the questions posed by the thesis seek to understand youths as a specific
subset of the population and how they experience and perceive themselves in relation to
marginalization in climate decision-making processes, this methodology is highly relevant.
Litosseliti (2003, p. 16) also denotes focus groups as being particularly suitable to examine
beliefs and attitudes held by participants, which also aligns with the purposes of this analysis.
The data collection through focus group interviews was also selected to include a larger number
of participants than would have been possible through a one-on-one interview approach, while
also providing a thorough understanding of the participants’ perceptions to answer the questions
posed. The focus group methodology is also beneficial to address specific issues pertaining to
youths as respondents. As the interviews was conducted within a group setting created a peer-
supported environment with a more comfortable dynamic for the respondents which is likely to
make it easier for them to openly express their opinions. In addition, being in a group setting
and listening to what their peers say might stimulate new thoughts and ideas that might not have
emerged in a one-on-one conversation. The exchange of ideas among participants is also helpful
to reveal shared conceptions and group understandings which would not be as apparent in a
standard interview setting. On the other hand, group interviews has the potential to result in
talkative respondents dominating the conversation which might make others uncomfortable to
express themselves (Clark et al. 2021, p. 1541). To resolve any such issues the researcher tried
to subtly interject and ask other participants to speak. Another issue with the group setting is
that participants may be influenced by group norms, which might make respondents
uncomfortable to express opinions that differs from those of other group members (Clark et al.
2021, p. 1541). This has the potential to give the perception of unanimous agreement whereas
in reality group expectations might discourage dissenting opinions from being expressed. While
not eliminating this risk entirely, the researcher attempted to minimize it by stating at the
beginning of each interview that there were no right and wrong answers and that differing
perspectives were welcome. Additionally, the first question asked participants to respond by
raising their hands, thus allowing differing views to become visible at the outset and encourage
participants to express different opinions throughout the interview.

5.1 Sampling and participant selection

The participants of the study were recruited through combined purposive and snowball
sampling approach. Clark et al. (2021, p. 607) describes purposive sampling as a method where
the researcher contacts individuals who are best suited based on the requirements of the study.
In this case the author contacted teachers, school leadership and leaders for local youth
organizations, asking to interview youths within the organization. Some of these contacts then
referred the researcher to other gatekeepers who were able to facilitate recruitment of youths
within the target age range. The rationale for utilizing this recruitment strategy was that the
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target demographic is somewhat difficult to access. Thus, since institutions like schools and
youth groups are largely comprised of young people it was decided to utilize gatekeepers within
these organizations to help facilitate recruitment. An issue with this method of recruitment is
that the sample produced may not be representative of the wider youth population (Clark et al.
2021, p. 607). As participation was voluntary, individuals with a particular interest in or strong
opinions about the study’s topic may be more willing to participate, which risks biasing the
results. Although this risk cannot be avoided entirely, several measures were taken to reduce
the potential for bias. Participants were recruited from schools and youth organizations that
were not specifically focused on environmental or political issues. Since school attendance is
nearly universal among youths, recruiting through schools was expected to provide access to
youths with varied backgrounds and perspectives. Although this does not guarantee a
representative sample, it reduces the risk of systematically recruiting respondents with similar
perspectives or viewpoints. Additionally, it was decided to exclude youth organizations that
were centered on environmental or political issues, since these are more likely to attract young
people with an interest in these topics. Thus, by excluding organizations that were explicitly
political or environmental should further reduce the risk of recruiting participants that differ
significantly from the general youth population. It was also decided to recruit participants
through several different organizations. Additionally, it was decided not to recruit respondents
through political or youth environmental groups since individuals from these organizations are
more likely to have interests or opinions that differ from the general youth population. Another
potential issue in utilizing this recruitment strategy is that it is inherently reliant on adult
gatekeepers within institutions to grant access to the target demographic. Although gaining
access proved initially difficult initially, the utilization of initial contacts to provide contact to
more gatekeepers using the snowball method proved effective in providing access to
respondents.

Clark et al. (2021) suggests that focus-group interviews should consist of 610 participants per
group. For this study it was decided to limit the maximum number of participants to eight. This
was due to the fact that the interviews were conducted by only one researcher, and therefore a
smaller group size was considered more appropriate to facilitate the discussion effectively.
During data collection some interviews fell short of the intended minimum size, with only five
respondents able to participate. Therefore, the minimum amount was also reduced to five.
Although smaller groups may reduce the diversity of viewpoints this adjustment was considered
a necessary compromise given the practical constraints of participant recruitment. The initial
aim was to conduct 2-5 interviews which was considered a manageable scope given the study’s
timeframe while also being sufficient for similarities and differences to emerge. Ultimately
three interviews were conducted, of which two consisted of five respondents and one consisted
of six.

To ensure that participants recruited matched the needs of the theoretical aims to the study it
was decided to implement some selection criteria. These criteria were that participants were
between the age of 15 and 17, the ethical implications of which is discussed under Ethical
considerations. The rationale for not including individuals above the age of 18 is due to them
being societally and legally considered as adults. While this differentiation might seem semantic
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since the differences between an individual aged 17 or 18 is likely not that noticeable on a
personal level, and they might still face accusations of being naive or unknowledgeable similar
to that faced by those under the age of majority. However, from a legal perspective the
individual is considered a “complete citizen” from the day they turn 18 which grants them the
right to vote and to participate on equal terms as any other adult. As the study seeks to study
the perceptions of youths, it was therefore deemed academically relevant to exclude young
adults over the age of 18.

5.2 Data analysis

The material has been analyzed based a thematic analysis approach, following the steps as
outlined by Clark et al. (2021, p. 1759-1760). After having completed an interview the audio
recording was manually transcribed into written format. After all interviews had been
transcribed, they were read through several times while taking notes and initial codes were
identified. The emergent codes were then compared to Fraser’s dimensions of justice. Since
much of the data fit into this framework the initial codes were formulated around these
dimensions along with one separate category treating respondents’ personal perspectives and
perceptions which didn’t fit neatly into any of the others. The material was read through several
more times until the material was deemed to be coded into the correct categories while the codes
were refined and updated to fit the emerging data. After the theming was complete the emergent
codes were analyzed one by one to compare what the respondents said about each. Care was
taken to highlight similarities as well as differences in participant opinion to ensure that all
views would be represented as accurately as possible. During this process quotes were selected
to highlight participants’ perspectives on each of the identified topics, though if opinions
differed several quotes would be used to ensure diverging views would be highlighted. The use
of a thematic analysis was deemed useful to highlight what participants talked about as well as
how they talked about it. The use of codes and themes also served to highlight similarities in
participant experiences which made recurring patterns more easily identifiable, while differing
opinions were included under the same codes to ensure that these perspectives would also be
included.

A potential issue in the analysis of the interview data is that the interviews were not conducted
in the same language in which they were analyzed. The interviews were conducted and
transcribed in Swedish, whereas the coding and analysis were conducted in English. This
introduces the risk that the meanings expressed by participants may be altered or lost when
moving between languages, which may affect the interpretation of the data and subsequently
the study’s validity. Helmich et al. (2017, p. 128) denote that differences in grammar and syntax,
metaphor and semantic or sociolinguistic nuances often exist between source and target
languages. These differences mean that a literal translation might not fully capture the meaning
intended by participants. Therefore, Helmich et al. (2017, p. 128) emphasizes the importance
of considering the context in which something is said when determining how to translate it.

Since translating the original transcripts would risk potential losses in context prior to analysis
it was decided to retain these in Swedish. However, the codes and themes were developed in
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English based on the original Swedish data. Thus, the analytical process was conducted in
English but retained a direct connection to the Swedish source material. This made it possible
to return to the original wording and surrounding context when interpreting respondent’s
statements, thus enabling the English analysis to remain grounded in the linguistic context of
how participants originally expressed themselves. As noted by Helmich et al. (2017, p. 128)
direct translations may not always convey the essential meanings of the original statements.
Therefore, during the translation of quotes for use throughout the analysis the principle of
maintaining participant’s semantic and conceptual meanings were prioritized over maintaining
the literal wording of the quotes. The surrounding interview context was also considered when
deciding how quotes should be translated, to try to maintain the cultural and social context as
much as possible. In addition, the audio recordings of the interviews were relistened to when
translating the selected quotes. This approach aligns with Helmich et al. (2017, p. 129) who
suggests that relistening to the audio recordings can provide additional information of the
participant’s intended meanings and the context in which their statements were made.

While these issues could have been somewhat mitigated by conducting the analysis and writing
the thesis in Swedish, this would not have eliminated the need for translating data from its
original language. Since most of the source material and previous research on the topic was
written in English it would have required a similar translation, which share the issue of potential
losses in contextual and linguistic nuance. Additionally, writing in English was also deemed
appropriate to make the study more accessible to an international academic audience.

5.3 Ethical considerations

The selection of participants below the age of majority was an intentional decision to center the
study on youth perspectives on climate change and political participation. While the inclusion
of minors introduces more ethical responsibilities, it was deemed academically relevant to
include youth voices. Existing research often highlights a systematic marginalization of
children and youths in climate governance, yet few have included the perspectives of these
groups. Excluding minors from this study would therefore risk reproducing the marginalization
which the research seeks to examine. The lower age limit of 15 was set in accordance with the
Swedish ethical review act (SFS 2003:460), which allows individuals aged 15 and above to
independently consent to participate in scientific research without requiring parental consent,
which deemed important due to the time constraints of the study. Since participants were below
the age of majority, it was particularly important to ensure informed consent. Therefore, all
information about the study was communicated in an accessible language that was adapted to
reflect the participants’ age. Participants received both written and verbal information regarding
the purpose of the study as well as how the interview material would be used (for full
information see Appendix 1). They were also informed that they could withdraw from the study
at any time without providing a reason, in which case their interview data would be excluded
from the analysis. After having received this information, the participants signed a consent form
and were provided with contact information if they wished to withdraw from the study at a later
point.
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The method of recruiting participants also required ethical consideration. Recruitment was
conducted via schoolteachers and youth leaders, which meant that invitations to participate
were distributed within institutions by adults whom youths have a dependent relationship
towards. This could cause the perception that participation in the study was obligatory or that
choosing not to participate might negatively impact the individuals standing within their school
or organization. To minimize this risk, all recruitment communication aimed at potential
participants stated that the study was independent from the school or organization and that the
decision to participate or not would have no bearing on the participants grades, membership or
standing within the organization. The ethical implications of interviewing private individuals
regarding their personal perceptions and experiences has also been considered. While topics
such as climate change and marginalization are not inherently sensitive, participants could
potentially experience discomfort when discussing personal beliefs or experiences about these
topics. To protect participants’ well-being the interview questions were formulated to avoid
particularly intrusive or personal topics. Additionally, it was stated before the start of each
interview that the participants were free to share anything they felt comfortable in sharing, but
that they were free to decline any question, refrain from elaborating their answers or leave the
interview if they felt uncomfortable or no longer wished to participate.

Protecting participants’ confidentiality has also been an important consideration. Therefore,
only personal information which was deemed necessary for the study was collected.
Throughout the interviews participants were occasionally referred to by their names, but these
have been replaced by acronyms throughout the analysis and discussion to maintain anonymity.
Likewise, the names of schools and organizations have been omitted to minimize the risk of
identification. However, since the interviews were conducted in groups means that complete
confidentiality between participants could not be guaranteed. To attempt to minimize this risk,
participants were asked to respect one another’s privacy and not share anything said by other
participants with individuals outside the group unless given permission to do so. Measures were
also taken to ensure that the data generated during the interviews would be protected. The audio
recordings and interview transcripts were stored on a password-protected mobile device and
computer respectively, both of which has only been accessible to the author. Following the
completion of the study all audio recordings and transcripts were deleted to ensure that any
potential future breaches would not compromise participant confidentiality.

6. Analysis

The analysis of the material has been divided into four sections. These discuss the beliefs
expressed by respondents which are divided based on which dimension of Fraser’s framework
they most belong to. An important thing to note is that participants are not quoted equally
throughout the analysis, and some participants are not quoted at all. Although participants
differed in how much they spoke, the frequency of quotations is not an indication of the value
of their contribution. The selection of quotes was based on their relevance and ability to provide
context into what was discussed. Thus, the absence or frequency of quotes should not be

16



interpreted as an indication of the academic value of an individual participants’ contribution, as
all provided valuable input to the discussion.

The tables below detail the composition of each interview group as well as the acronyms each
participant is referred to throughout the analysis and discussion.

Interview group 1

Gender

Alice
Thomas
Noah
Erik
Anders

Interview group 2

=l < = < =

Gender

Jonathan M
Fredrik M
Interview group 3  NOJAGES F
Frida F
Per M
Daniel M

6.1 Maldistribution

Most respondents demonstrated a high level of awareness regarding the uneven distribution of

climate change, both in terms responsibility of emissions and effects. While a few respondents
made mention of older generations being more responsible for the current state of the climate
this was not a topic that many touched on. However, the opinion that that young people will be
more impacted by the effects of climate change resonated among many of the respondents.
Alice connected this frame to a lacking ability for youths to participate politically, saying “Well,
it is us who will live in the world in the future, so we should be allowed to participate and have
a say”. This statement frame youths as being made to bear the future impacts of climate change
while lacking a political voice in the present to advocate for policies which might alleviate those
future impacts. This framing is also similar to the findings of Trott (2025, p. 10) whose
participants also emphasized that young people are more likely to experience the consequences
of climate change while lacking the political power available to adults. It can thus be inferred
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that youths, whether they are active in climate activism or not, perceive themselves to lack
formal political power which limits their ability to act within the present.

Another common theme which cropped up throughout several interviews was the divide of
responsibility for resolving climate change between individuals and political leaders. Daniel
summarized this view quite well, stating that “I would say that you can see it from two aspects,
there is the individual’s responsibility, and then there are the leaders and the big world leader’s
responsibility. And I think that, if leaders work together and try to come up with smart ways to
improve the climate and reach these goals, I think we can reach them”. Many respondents
expressed similar views that individuals are responsible for their own actions, and that changes
to individual behaviors such as recycling and driving less could help reduce emissions.
However, some respondents also challenged this narrative, stating that while changes to
individual behavior would help such small-scale actions would not make any significant
difference in the overall trajectory unless replicated at a large scale, which they believed would
be difficult since not all understand the seriousness of the situation or simply does not care
enough to change their behavior. This some argued was the responsibility of political leaders
who should educate citizens on sustainable practices and encourage these to be adopted.
Additionally, several respondents also noted that political leaders are responsible for developing
solutions to the climate crisis through technological innovation and national and international
cooperation. This is somewhat similar to Kotz¢é and Knappe’s (2023, p. 5) understanding of
climate change as a structural issue which requires political and institutional responses.
However, the participants did not outright reject individual responsibility but rather viewed it
as something that should work in tandem with systematic change from political leaders. It can
thus be understood that the respondents viewed responsibility as being complementary rather
than oppositional, with individuals and political actors having different but interconnected
responsibilities to address climate change. Many respondents also mentioned that they believed
the impact of climate change would not be evenly distributed, both in present and future effects.
Most respondents agreed that they and others in Sweden have as of yet has not been greatly
impacted by climate change, though some mentioned that people in poorer or less developed
countries would be more likely to experience negative effects of climate change, both in the
present as well as more severe effects in the future. Noah also denoted that the responsibility
for causing climate change was similarly uneven, making mention of Germany as a specific
example of a country responsible for a large part of emissions. The understanding that different
groups both contribute to and are affected unequally by climate change is echoed by Kotz¢ and
Knappe (2023, p. 1) who denote that climate governance often favors the interests of the global
north. While the participants did not use this exact terminology, they displayed an understanding
that countries such as Germany occupied an unequal position in terms of emissions and that the
consequences thereof would befall other populations.

Another theme which emerged was that several respondents felt largely hopeless that climate
change could be solved. Frida stated that “I feel like a lot of people say it’s going to get better,
but it never feels like anyone is really doing anything to make it so”. This quote encapsulates a
sense that adults are not taking sufficient action to address the issue, which makes it feel
unlikely that the situation can be resolved. This lack of hope towards the future was echoed by
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a majority of respondents. Out of a total of 16 respondents, 10 believed that climate change
could not be solved. While some expressed cautious optimism and denoted the possibility for
new technologies and increased international cooperation to alleviate the issue, many were
skeptical that such progress would be made in the near future and even among those who
expressed optimism most said that they believed the 2030 agenda to be unachievable. Thomas
stated his belief that for climate change to be addressed the situation might have to become so
dire so that it no longer can be ignored. Elias also connected this sense of hopelessness to that
youths are largely unable to influence decisions which impacts climate change: “I think it
doesn’t feel very hopeful in the current situation, with how politics are and how we can have
influence. We don’t get much say in it, I think”. While Kotz¢ and Knappe (2024, p. 4) discuss
the political constraints youth face and how it impacts their political agency, the participants
also connected this to the sense that climate change feels insurmountable. This sense of
hopelessness can thus be viewed not only as a consequence of youths inheriting a deteriorating
climate, but also as a result of them being denied the influence to advocate for themselves,
making them less able to create change which can reinforce the sense that the situation cannot
be solved. While a sense of hopelessness was not universal among the participants, 60 % stated
outright that they did not believe climate change to be fixable and of the 40 % who believed it
could be solved many also expressed doubts that progress could be made in a near-future
timeframe.

6.2 Misrecognition

When asked whether they believed that adults perceived young people as less knowledgeable
because of their age, many respondents answered affirmatively. Although none of the
respondents recalled any experiences where adults had explicitly expressed this view, several
perceived that youths were generally not taken as seriously in decision-making. As Daniel
noted: “Yes, I think so, that some who are well-informed maybe don’t think that ... that us
youths are not informed about the big important questions”. Several respondents also noted that
this view is also reflected in broader societal practices such as denying youths the ability to
participate in the formal political process. However, some respondents questioned whether age
was the determining factor, instead suggesting that adults may dismiss youths because they
perceive them to have less knowledge or interest in climate issues. As Lena explained: “I don’t
think it’s due to our age. I think it’s because we might not be as informed maybe, or that we
don’t have as much interest that adults might have”. This suggests that while most respondents
saw age-based marginalization as a common experience, they differed in whether this was a
direct consequence of age, or rather an indirect result of adult assumptions regarding young
people being less knowledgeable. While there were some disagreements as to the root cause of
these beliefs, most fundamentally agreed that adults viewed youths more negatively, and that it
was in some way related to their age. Some respondents also emphasized that such assumptions
were particularly unjust since it overlooks the diversity among young people as a population.
They argued that much like adults, some youths are highly knowledgeable about climate science
and politics while others are not. The assumption among adults that youths lack maturity,
knowledge or experience might also lead to patronizing behavior, which some respondents
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claimed to have experienced. As Maria put it: “They [adults] explain the problem in a simpler
way, because they think that you don’t understand. It’s nothing they say explicitly, but maybe
they think that if I say it in a simpler way, because they don’t understand. I don’t know but I
think it might be that my parents have done that many times”. Notably, this implies that these
assumptions are not expressed overtly but rather affects how adults view and treat youths. This
positions youths as learners who need to receive knowledge before they can participate,
overlooking that they may already possess relevant knowledge or perspectives. While
respondents often reiterated the belief that knowledge matters and that informed participation
is important, many also noted that framing young people as universally uninformed creates an
unequal relationship where youths are always seen as receivers of knowledge and never the
providers. This is similar to the findings of Trott (2024, p. 7, 8) and Theodorou et al. (2023, p.
67) who also described youth activists encountering adultist attitudes and assumptions, which
suggests a commonality in experiences among youths regardless of whether they are engaged
in climate activism or not.

Respondents also discussed the effects that adult-centric assumptions have in the context of
youth climate activism. Many felt that young people who engaged in climate activism had to
demonstrate that they were sufficiently knowledgeable before the message they were trying to
convey were taken seriously, whereas adults to a higher degree are perceived to be inherently
knowledgeable and as such are not subjected to the same scrutiny. Several also noted that the
perceived legitimacy of young climate activism was not only dependent on the merit of their
message, but also the method through which it is communicated. This can be understood as a
form of conditional inclusion, where youths are more likely to be seen as legitimate if adhering
to adult norms or gaining adult acceptance. Noah exemplified this in saying: “If you for example
just talk about it, or write an essay about it you might get some respect, rather than to just ...
shout as loudly as possible”. This suggests that respondents view youth participation as not
being outright rejected but that youth legitimacy in climate governance is contingent upon
adhering to certain forms of participation that adults view as more acceptable. As expressed in
the previous quote, political discussion and academic writing are seen as more respectable
forms of participation, whereas disruptive protests move outside these norms and are thus
deemed to be less legitimate. Several participants highlighted that school strikes, road blockades
and similar forms of protests which fall outside societal norms are less likely to be seen as
legitimate while also likely to reinforce existing adult stereotypes of young people as immature
or irrational. As Noah pointed out the public is more likely to think: “what in the world are they
doing?” in relation to these types of activism, putting focus on the mode of protest rather than
engaging with the political message they are trying to convey. This illustrates how adultist
societal norms shape the legitimacy of youth participation. Since many forms of participation
which are considered more legitimate are less accessible to youths, they are more likely to
utilize alternative forms of participation such as more visible or disruptive protest. They are
then criticized for using these methods which reinforce adultist stereotypes of youth irrationality
while also bringing the messengers legitimacy into question, allowing their message to be
devalued or ignored regardless of its merit.
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A recurring tension throughout the interviews was that respondents expressed a desire for
greater youth participation, while simultaneously questioning whether young people possessed
sufficient knowledge to be able to participate in climate governance. A clear manifestation of
this was that respondents would recurringly argue that young people should have greater ability
to influence decisions which impact their future, but also justified their own exclusion by
claiming they lacked sufficient knowledge or competence. When asked whether they would
rather not participate in political decisions Frida stated: “I myself would perhaps rather not, and
let others who actually know things about it do it”. Similar sentiments were expressed by some
of the other participants which suggest that even if institutional barriers were removed, some
would still be hesitant to participate because they perceived themselves to lack sufficient
knowledge. This tendency also extended to the way respondents spoke about adult authority.
While they criticized their exclusion several respondents also justified it by saying that adults
are generally better equipped to make political decisions. Participants also occasionally
reproduced adultist stereotypes of youths as being uninformed or easily influenced by others.
As commented by Daniel: “Say if I were sitting here and had no clue which parties are in
parliament and the like. Then it wouldn’t be wise to vote. Because then you might go to your
parents or, you go to someone you know, and they’ll tell you to vote for that party”. This
expands upon the findings of Trott (2024, p. 7, 8) who primarily portray adultist assumptions
as being externally imposed upon young people, whereas the participants of this study
occasionally reproduced such assumptions themselves. These tendencies suggest that adultist
attitudes are not just imposed from the outside but have also become internalized to a certain
degree. Respondents sometimes adopted adult-centric definitions of what constitutes legitimate
political participation and used these to justify themselves and other youths being excluded.
While adult authority was sometimes questioned, it was also frequently portrayed as reasonable
or necessary. This is noteworthy since it moves the focus from whether more youth participation
was desirable, to whether youths possessed sufficient knowledge to have the legitimate right to
participate at all. While the argument that political participation should be informed might seem
reasonable, such a standard is not applied equally. As respondents denoted, adults are generally
assumed to possess the competence required for political participation by virtue of being above
18, whereas young people were expected to demonstrate that competence before their opinions
could be considered legitimate. This implies that internalized adultism not only caused several
respondents to accept adult authority but also caused them to view political legitimacy as
something that they must earn through age, which in turn causes them to see themselves as
future rather than current political actors.

6.3 Misrepresentation

While youths are considered to be part of democratic society many of the participants expressed
that they often feel unheard in climate governance and other political issues. Fredrik expressed
this quite succinctly who when asked whether his opinions counted in decisions regarding
climate change stated: “Well, I’'m not asked”. Many other participants expressed similar views
which indicate that youth voices are not necessarily disregarded but that youth are seldom asked
to provide input, which hampers their ability to impact political decisions. Some respondents
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empathized that youths simply having opinions is insufficient, unless those opinions are
conveyed to individuals with power to influence decisions. As Olivia noted: “I suppose it
depends on who we get it across to. If you just have an opinion about something it won’t really
matter. But if you’ve tried to make it known, then maybe it matters”. Others also denoted social
media as a channel which can enable youths to disseminate their views to adults, who in turn
may influence political decisions on their behalf. This indicates that participants do not see
youths as being entirely powerless and that they are able to exert limited influence through
informal channels. It also echoes the findings of Aiello and Di Martino (2024, p. 378) who
denoted that youth climate organizations utilized social media as an alternative means to
participate in climate advocacy. While the participants agreed that this provided youths with
some recourse, they also expressed skepticism of their effectiveness, since it will not always
translate into political influence, largely because they are dependent on adult gatekeepers taking
their opinions into consideration, of which there is no guarantee.

It became evident throughout the interviews that most participants wished to be more able to
influence political issues. Noah noted that youths have an indivisible stake in the future which
gives them legitimacy to participate in shaping it, saying: “We are the ones who are going to
live in the world in the future. So, it should be us who get to take part in shaping it”. However,
participants also identified several barriers which limited their ability to influence climate
governance. The voting age was noted as one of the most direct barriers to youth participation,
as being under 18 limits youths’ ability to influence political decision-making through more
direct democratic channels. Simultaneously, respondents also identified several less formal
barriers to participation. One of these was a lack of information on where and how young people
could participate in political decision-making. While several respondents were aware of
political youth organizations, many lacked clarity on where these existed and how they could
be accessed. This suggests that the barrier to youth participation is not necessarily that there are
no participatory channels, but rather that there is a lack of knowledge about how to access them.
Some participants also questioned the political efficacy of these forms of youth involvement
and whether they would genuinely be listened to or merely be symbolically included.
Respondents also denoted a lack of interest in climate issues on a personal level as barrier to
their own engagement with these topics. Some described this as a matter of other priorities,
both in terms of other political issues as well as everyday concerns. However, some also
connected this lack of interest to limited visibility of climate change in media coverage. Several
respondents agreed that the issues which they and other young people are exposed to impacts
what they think and talk about. Elias stated: “In the media it’s not very mainstream with the
climate. [...] So you don’t see that much climate questions and such, and a bit depending on
that you might not think about it yourself”. Wilma expanded further on lacking prioritization of
climate reporting in the media, saying that “Right now there isn’t much discussion about climate
issues, they talk more about the economy and things like that”. Many also described that the
media has an important indirect role in setting the societal agenda, and that what stories are
reported has a large impact on what people, including youths, think about and prioritize as
political issues. Erik noted this quite explicitly, stating: “Another example of how media is so
important for what we think about is the war in Ukraine. When it just broke out you thought
about it very often, because the media talked a lot about it. But now media is talking about a lot
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of other stuff, and it’s been very quiet about it”. Lena also denoted a similar connection
specifically related to environmental issues where the reporting of the California wildfires in
2025 led to an increased interest in climate change on a personal level. This would suggest that
media visibility can influence the extent to which young people become aware of climate
change, which also impacts their interest in climate governance. This could also create a
reinforcing cycle in which limited exposure to climate issues reduces youth interest, which in
turn reduces the likelihood of seeking out information or engaging politically with the topic.

However, the most frequently mentioned barrier to youth participation was a general lack of
knowledge. Participants noted several times that they lacked knowledge about climate change
as a subject matter. As Daniel explained: “On a deeper level, I have no idea [...] I don’t think
any of us knows, well, the ways of solving it on a deeper level. I think you need to litter less
and shop less online. That’s basically what I know”. This implies that while participants were
aware of individual actions they could take, they lacked knowledge of how climate change
could be addressed at a structural level. This complicates the findings of previous research
which identifies adult assumptions about youth competence as a barrier to political participation
(Trott, 2024, p. 7, 8; Kotzé & Knappe, 2023, p. 5). However, many of the respondents felt that
they did indeed lack knowledge about climate change and climate governance. This perceived
lack of knowledge also extended to civic education. While most respondents were aware that
channels for participation existed, they felt that young people lacked knowledge about where
to find and how to access them. As Alice explained: “I think there are many opportunities for
young people to have a say, at least in the city or municipality where you live [...] But people
are very bad at showing how you can do that”. Several respondents noted that education in these
matters would be an important means to enable youth participation and argued that schools
were particularly well situated to provide greater knowledge of both climate change as a
scientific and political topic, as well as how youths can make themselves heard and participate
in creating effective change. Education was thus not only viewed by the participants as a means
of increasing knowledge, but as a prerequisite to enable youths to participate meaningfully in
climate governance. These findings suggest that adultist assumptions of youths lacking
competence identified by Trott (2024, p. 7, 8) and Kotzé and Knappe (2023, p. 5) may also
intersect with young people’s perceptions of their own knowledge, as well as the lack of
opportunities to develop it. Thus, rather than knowledge and competence being a binary
characteristic which is either present or absent among youths, these findings indicate that it
varies. However, youth’s confidence in their own knowledge may be shaped by the extent to
which they are provided with opportunities to develop it, which in turn might make them better
able to participate.

6.4 Misframing

Throughout the interviews respondents repeatedly perceived formal politics as a domain which
belonged to adults. This became particularly evident when discussing the voting age, which
respondents denoted as one of the most direct barriers to youth participation. As Daniel
commented: “Your own voice doesn’t really count before you’re 18, when it comes to voting”.
This demonstrates that the voting age limit youths’ ability to participate, but also that it serves
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to separate those who are considered legitimate political actors in the present from those whose
political participation is only legitimate in the future. Youths are thus framed as future rather
than current political actors, whose political agency only becomes legitimate once they cross
the adult defined threshold of what constitutes a legitimate political participant. This also
corresponds to the findings of Trott (2024, p. 9) and Kotz¢é and Knappe (2023, p. 6) who both
denote the voting age as a barrier to youth participation. The voting age framing youths as future
rather than current political actors also closely aligns with Kotzé and Knappe’s (2023, p. 5)
argument that youths are perceived as “human becomings” whose political participation is
viewed as illegitimate. While respondents recognized that the voting age restricted their ability
to influence political decisions, several simultaneously accepted this limitation as reasonable.
As Jonathan noted: “It is probably wise to have 18. You can’t have 12-year-olds voting either,
that would be strange”. While this can be understood as an argument for the importance of
political competence, it also frames young people as unready for political participation and that
their political agency should be deferred until adulthood. In Frasers terminology the voting age
can be understood as framing young people as non-citizens within the temporal present, whose
opinions are not regarded as legitimate political views. This exclusion is especially significant
since participants viewed themselves as having an inextricable stake in decisions made in the
present. As Peter expressed: “And we are the future. So if we don’t address it now it’s going to
be very difficult in the future, if we just keep ignoring the issue”. This highlights the temporal
mismatch between political power and exposure to the consequences of current decisions, as
denoted by Kotzé and Knappe (2023, p. 4) and Parsons et al. (2025, p. 1238) respectively.

While most respondents agreed that youths were able to wield some political influence through
demonstrations, social media and contacting politicians, they also recognized that these forms
of participation were indirect and reliant on persuading adults who already possess formal
authority. As explained by Noah: “If you would do something, then it would probably be to post
on social media and try to get people who are old enough ... to get them onto the track you
want yourself. You can influence others, but your own voice isn’t really considered before
you’re 18”. This illustrates that young people can seek to influence political decisions, but that
they lack the capacity to make those decisions themselves. Several respondents noted that this
created a dependency on adults and institutions to act on their behalf. While they had the ability
to lobby support and make demands they as youths were unable to make political decisions
themselves and were thus reliant on adult-dominated institutions to enact change. The sense
that youths can advocate for political change but are unable to enact it independently is also
reflected in Trott’s (2024, p. 10) research on climate activists. This suggests that youths, whether
engaged in climate activism or not, perceive themselves as largely unable to directly enact
political change within climate governance. Many respondents also expressed doubt as to
whether youth participation would translate into political change, and denoted that this was
largely dependent on whether adults with formal decision-making power chose to respond to
youth opinions. While this indicates that youth participation is formally possible the participants
view it as often being ineffective, as it is largely indirect and reliant on adult recognition. Thus,
ultimate decision-making power is left within adult-dominated political institutions, who may
include or exclude youth voices as they will.
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Due to the high level of exclusion which participants claimed to experience the question was
posed as to whether this impacted their faith in democracy as a system to address societal
problems. A vast majority of participants expressed that while they often felt excluded from
climate governance and other political decisions under the democratic system of Sweden, they
still felt trust towards democracy as a whole. While there is little reason to doubt that the
participants earnestly believed in democracy, many simultaneously expressed a lack of trust in
politicians and other individuals entrusted with exercising political authority. This might be
perceived as participants viewing the lacking representation of youth interests as a failure in the
implementation of democracy rather than an issue within the system itself. This differs to a
certain extent from Kotzé and Knappe (2023, p. 4, 6) who denote that democratic political
institutions often operate around short-term time horizons which makes it difficult to address
long-term issues, such as climate change. Although participants expressed dissatisfaction with
politicians and their own limited ability to exert influence, they largely perceived the lack of
action on climate change to be a failure of individual politicians to act on their promises rather
than a systematic issue within democracy. Thus, a lack of trust in those exercising democratic
authority does not appear to translate into a rejection of democracy itself, while the lack of
youth influence is perceived as a gap between democratic ideals of equal representation and
their practical implementation. However, since democracy is predominantly perceived as the
sole legitimate form of government, this may also have made participants reluctant to question
its legitimacy, even while expressing considerable dissatisfaction with their own lack of
representation within the system.

7. Discussion

This section discusses the different forms of marginalization identified throughout the
interviews, as well as how these interact with one another and what cumulative effects they
may have on young people’s ability to participate in climate governance. Lastly these findings
are considered in relation to the rights granted to children by the relevant articles of the CRC,
examining to what extent these rights are reflected in the experiences described by the
participants. It should be prefaced that the conclusions drawn in this discussion is limited to
the material generated through the interviews. Due to the limited size of the dataset, these
findings might not be representative of the experiences of Swedish youths as a whole, but
rather identifies patterns which were present within the interview material.

7.1 Cumulative effects and youth experiences of climate governance

The analysis demonstrates that youths perceive themselves to be marginalized in several ways
within the context of climate governance. This marginalization occurs in a myriad of ways
which often are interconnected in ways that may reinforce one another. The participants
described that youths have a particularly strong stake in decisions affecting climate change since
they will live with the consequences for longer than current adults. Simultaneously, they
perceived youths as having comparatively limited ability to influence these decisions within the
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present. This creates a temporal injustice where the relation between political power and long-
term exposure to the effects of climate change becomes inverted, and those with the most stake
in the outcome is given relatively little power to shape it. This imbalance is further exacerbated
by the perception that the action taken in the present is insufficient. Several respondents
believed that climate change is largely being left for future generations to address, even though
delaying action worsens the issues which they will inherit. This results in a perceived unequal
distribution of responsibility, political power and future consequences, where young people are
made to bear the consequences of decisions made in the present, while having limited political
authority to advocate for a more equal distribution of climate adaptation.

Participants did not perceive youths as entirely unable to affect political change. Rather, they
denoted that they were able to exercise influence indirectly through mediums such as
demonstrations, social media or persuading adults to act on their behalf. However, they also
perceived these forms of participation as less effective since they are inherently dependent on
adults and institutions to take their opinions into consideration and acting upon them, which
cannot be guaranteed. This contributes to the feeling of being politically unheard, since youths
may be able to express their opinions, but whether these are given any political weight becomes
dependent on adult gatekeepers. This creates an important difference between adult and youth
experiences, while adults often expect having a political opinion and having political influence
to be one and the same, for youths having the former does not necessarily guarantee the latter.
This perceived lack of political efficacy may also contribute to the hopelessness which many
participants claimed to have experienced. If young people feel that climate change isn’t being
seriously addressed, combined with their own inability to influence the political agenda might
make the possibility for meaningful change seem unlikely. The lack of media coverage of
climate related issues, with the exceptions of natural disasters, was also noted by participants
to make climate change less politically salient among youths. The sense of hopelessness in
combination with lacking media coverage might also cause youths to become less engaged with
climate change as a political topic, which may be interpreted by adults as youths being
uninterested in politics. This interpretation is problematic since it’s unlikely to see the
underlying structural reasons which have caused youths to become disengaged, but only that
youths appear disinterested. The apparent disinterest among youths may also be used to justify
not attempting to include them in climate governance, despite many participants expressing that
they would like to be more included in democratic decision-making.

This perceived disinterest may also reinforce existing adult assumptions that youths are
unknowledgeable or inexperienced, which in turn justifies treating their opinions as less
legitimate as a political position. Participants identified that there were gaps in their own
knowledge about climate change and climate governance. However, they also denoted that the
youth population is highly diverse with some highly knowledge and interested in climate
governance, whereas others are not. The issue thus becomes that youths are stereotyped as being
universally uninformed with age becoming a proxy for political competence, which overlooks
the diversity among the youth population. Additionally, some participants denoted that the lack
of knowledge might be a result of lacking education in climate change as well as civic education
which limits youth ability to develop competence in these areas. Internalization of adult
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standards of competence and legitimacy might also make youths more hesitant to become
involved, and participants did occasionally justify their own exclusion on the basis that they
were not sufficiently informed. However, they would simultaneously denote that this standard
of competence and legitimacy was not evenly applied since adults are inherently viewed as
legitimate political actors by virtue of having passed the age of voting. Similarly, participants
denoted political legitimacy as being conditional on adhering to certain adult-centric norms of
what constitutes legitimate forms of political participation. They mentioned voting, political
discussion and academic writing as forms which are considered more legitimate, whereas
disruptive protest is considered less legitimate. This creates a sort of catch 22 situation for
youth’s who wish to create effective change on climate issues, since most forms of participation
which are considered legitimate are either entirely restricted or less accessible for youth
participants. Alternatively, they can utilize methods outside adult norms which risk devaluing
the message on the basis of the method through which it was delivered. This leaves the option
of utilizing channels such as persuading adults or politicians to make changes based on their
opinions. However, as previously noted most participants viewed such methods as unreliable.

Based on the participants testimony it becomes evident that Swedish youths trying to participate
in climate governance often face a hostile environment in which a plurality of perceived
barriers, both formal and informal makes it difficult for them to be heard. While technically
able to participate it is on terms which preserve adult political supremacy, which makes
meaningful inclusion difficult. The channels through which youths are able to participate are
often indirect, opaque or politically uncertain and negative adult assumptions often undermine
the legitimacy of youth political contributions. To some extent adultist assumptions of youth
incompetence as well as standards of legitimacy seem to have become internalized which made
some participants question whether they were they possessed the right be heard at all. Based on
the participants statements youth marginalization within climate governance does not appear to
be the result of a singular explicit form of exclusion but a result of the interactions between
institutional exclusion, adultist preconceptions, lacking education and limited opportunities for
participation that all work in tandem to make any meaningful youth inclusion difficult.
According to the CRC youths have the right to be included, which they technically are.
However, the multitude of barriers which prevent youths from being meaningfully heard makes
this right significantly more difficult to exercise compared to the perceived experiences of
adults.

7.2 The rights of children and climate participation

When considering the participants’ perceptions of youth exclusion in relation to the rights which
children are entitled to under the CRC it becomes evident that some of these might not be
fulfilled to a sufficient degree. Four articles of the convention are particularly relevant to the
context of youth participation in climate governance, these being articles 2, 3, 6 and 12. These
articles will therefore be used as a framework for considering whether the participants’
experiences are consistent with the rights that children are entitled to.
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Article 2 stipulates that the rights established by the convention must be upheld to all children
without discrimination. The participants repeatedly described that adults perceive youths as
being inherently less competent, knowledgeable or experienced on the basis of their relative
lower age. While they recognized that individual youths may be less knowledgeable relative to
adults, they denoted that these assumptions do not consider individual variation and treat young
people as a homogenous group, to which negative qualities are universally attributed. While
participants denoted that not all adults hold these stereotypes, they were presented as a frequent
experience among youths. Additionally, these assumptions were perceived to extend into
political institutions, where they are utilized to delegitimize youth experiences and political
agency, which is used as justification for excluding them from decision-making. This suggests
that age-based stereotypes contribute to unequal treatment of youths within political
participation which may be regarded as discriminatory.

Article 3 of the convention denotes that all decisions which affect the child must consider the
best interests of the child. As repeatedly noted by the participants, they as youths have a strong
stake in decisions which affect the future trajectory of climate change. However, they also
perceived that actions taken in the present are insufficient to address climate change and that
they prioritize the interests of current adults over the interests of younger and future generations.
These findings imply that young people themselves perceive that their long-term interests are
disregarded in climate governance.

Article 6 of the convention stipulates that every child without precondition has the right to life,
survival and development. This is particularly relevant in the context of climate change, which
participants denoted as a threat to their future selves. Many expressed the belief that the state
has largely failed to take sufficient action to curb the effects of climate change, which
contributes to a sense that their future is endangered by actions in the present. While it’s worth
noting that Sweden cannot control the trajectory of emissions independently, owing to the
international nature of climate change. Likewise, the negative future effects of climate change
are difficult to predict where they will manifest and consequently, who will be the most affected.
However, this does not make article 6 irrelevant, as states are responsible for addressing their
own emission and how these will impact children’s long-term rights to life and survival. The
convention’s meaning of what constitutes the right to development is somewhat unclear. It may
be interpreted as the right of children to physical development, or it may also include the right
to personal development. By the latter interpretation, the participants perceived lack of
education concerning climate change and the means for youths to participate in climate
governance may also constitute a breach of children’s rights.

Article 12 of the convention denotes that all states must ensure all children’s rights to express
their views freely in all matters which affect them, with those views being given due weight in
accordance with the age and maturity of the child. As previously noted, participants very clearly
perceived climate change as a matter which affects them. While they recognized that they are
able to express their opinions freely, they also emphasized that expressing an opinion did not
necessarily result in it being considered. As Frida expressed: “If you just have an opinion about
something it won’t really matter. But if you’ve tried to make it known, then maybe it matters”.
This quote highlights that while respondents might have the right to speak, their views are not
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always given due weight. Thus, while the first condition of article 12 appears to be satisfied,
the second one appears to be more inconsistent. The participants expressed that they have few
institutional mechanisms through which they can contribute to political decisions directly, and
that their ability to political influence is often dependent on adults or adult-dominated
institutions choosing to act upon their views. As such, youth participation appears to be
contingent upon adult recognition to take their views into consideration in political decisions.
As such, while youths do undoubtedly have the right to express their views, these are not
consistently afforded the political weight as required by the convention.

All in all, these findings suggest that there is a significant gap between the formal rights afforded
to children by the CRC and the ability among youths to exercise these rights in a meaningful
way in the context of climate governance. Based on the testimony of the respondents it becomes
evident that they are not summarily excluded from political participation, but that it is indirect
and often uncertain as to whether their opinion will be included in the political decision-making
process.

8. Conclusion

The study has examined whether Swedish youths perceive themselves to be excluded in climate
governance, and what effects this have on their ability to participate politically. Through the use
of Fraser’s framework of justice, the study has demonstrated that participants perceived
substantial marginalization in the context of climate governance. This marginalization was
perceived as a result of a variety of factors within Fraser’s dimensions of maldistribution,
misrecognition, misreprestation and misframing, which interact and reinforce one another. The
participants recognized that they are likely to experience the negative effects of climate change
and that they therefore have a strong stake in climate governance, though they also noted that
this is not reflected in their ability to influence those decisions in the present. Youth participation
in climate governance is theoretically available, through channels such as social media,
persuading adults or political leaders. However, most participants questioned the political
efficacy of these methods since they rely on adults to listen to youths, making the outcomes
politically uncertain. Adult assumptions surrounding youth competence also serve to undermine
their political legitimacy while limited knowledge and opportunities for direct youth
participation may discourage young people from becoming involved. While youths are not
entirely denied participation, the ways in which they are able to participate are largely
constructed in ways that maintain adult political authority. The comparison to the rights of
children according to the CRC also highlights that there exists a significant gap between the
rights youths are legally entitled to and how these rights are able to be exercised.

8.1 Limitations

This study has several limitations which might impact the reliability of the results. The foremost
limitation is that the study’s sample of 16 participants is relatively small. Therefore, the results
of the study cannot pertain to give a complete picture of child or youth perceptions on the
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subject, but merely a temporal picture of how the youths interviewed in this study viewed the
issues discussed at the time of the interviews. Further research involving a larger sample with
more diversity in age would be required to ascertain whether the results of this study are
representative of the broader youth population. The age of the participants likewise limits the
scope of these findings. The perceptions among children might differ significantly compared to
those of youths. Additionally, youth perspectives are likely to change in response to political,
environmental and social changes over time. Thus, the views of youths at the time of the study
may not reflect those of people in the same age group in the future. The distance in age between
the researcher and respondents might also have impacted the interpretation of youth
perspectives which in turn might have affected the analysis of the data.

8.2 Relation to previous research

The findings of this study have significant overlap with the findings of the previous research
on the topic. Similarly to Parsons et al. (2025, p. 1238) participants of this study accurately
perceived themselves as children to be a particularly vulnerable group in relation to climate
change. However, this perception was more due to them having to live with the consequences
of climate change, rather than the unique vulnerabilities of children to the effect of climate
change. The participants denoted that youths have contributed comparatively little to the
climate crisis, but stand to inherit the worst effects thereof, which is a similar to Trott’s (2024,
p. 10) findings. Kotz¢ and Knappe (2023, p. 4) also denoted that youths tend to lack political
agency, which the participants of this study also made note of. However, unlike the previous
research, participants of this study also explicitly connected the sense of them inheriting the
crisis combined with lack of political influence to address it, to a growing sense of hopelessness
among youths that climate change can be solved. The participants also viewed the responsibility
for addressing climate change to be shared between individuals and political leaders. This is
somewhat different from Kotz¢é and Knappe (2023, p. 5) who denoted that youth climate
activists often iterate the need for changes at the structural rather than individual level. While
the participants did not reject structural changes, they believed that these should work in tandem
with changes on the individual scale, though some also denoted that such changes are ultimately
insignificant if not reproduced on a larger scale.

The respondents of the study denoted a pattern of adults not recognizing youths as legitimate
political participants and that their opinions are viewed as less legitimate political positions
compared to adults, which echoes the findings of both Trott (2024, p. 10, 11) and Kotzé and
Knappe (2023, p. 5). The respondents also perceived adults to generally hold negative attitudes
and assumptions towards youths. While few had experienced such assumptions explicitly, they
demonstrated an awareness for this behavior in more subtle forms. This supports Theodorou et
al.’s (2023, p. 67) and Trott’s (2024, p. 7, 8) findings who both denoted similar experiences
among youth climate activists, which suggests that both youths engaged in climate activism and
those who are not tend to experience adultsit attitudes. However, unlike Trott (2024, p. 7, 8)
and Theodorou et al. (2023, p. 67) who largely perceives adultism to be externally imposed,
participants would occasionally reproduce these assumptions themselves. This suggests that
adultism has to some degree become internalized by the participants who occasionally
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questioned whether they had the right to participate politically and justified their own exclusion
on the basis that they were not sufficiently knowledgeable to participate. While participants
generally agreed with Trott (2024, p. 7, 8) and Kotz¢ and Knappe (2023, p. 5) that adults tend
to view youths as unknowledge and incompetent, they also acknowledged that they felt lacking
in knowledge both about climate change as well as how they could create effective change.
They also connected this gap in knowledge to a lack in their formal education, which they
perceived had not given sufficient knowledge about climate change or civic education, which
they denoted limited both their willingness and ability to participate in climate governance.

The participants of the study also denoted that they were able to influence change indirectly
through the use of social media and persuading adults to act on their behalf. This is similar to
Aiello and Di Martino (2024, p. 378) who denote that youth climate organizations utilize similar
alternative power structures to free themselves from the limitations imposed by adult society.
While the participants of this study similarly recognized that social media could enable youth
inclusion, they perceived this as still being reliant on adult gatekeepers to facilitate the transition
from youth opinion to political action, and as such were more skeptical about whether it could
enable meaningful participation. They also recognized that the lack of direct influence made
youths dependent on adults acting on their behalf, which many viewed as uncertain. This
uneven balance of power between youths and adults is also reflected by climate activists
interviewed by Trott (2024, p. 10), which suggests that youths may see themselves as
categorically dependent on adults to act on their behalf. Trott (2024, p. 9) and Kotz¢ and Knappe
(2023, p. 6) both frame the voting age as one of the largest structural factors which limits youth
participation in climate governance. The participants largely reflected this view, though some
would also justify the voting age on the basis that informed participation is important. However,
simultaneously many expressed that youths have a strong stake in the future on account of them
living with the consequences of current decisions.

One notable difference to the previous research was that Kotzé and Knappe (2023, p. 4) denoted
the short-term electoral cycle of the democratic system as a hindrance in prioritizing long-term
issues like climate change. While the participants expressed a lack of trust towards politicians,
they expressed broad support for the democratic system as it currently exists and did not
perceive the inaction on climate change to be a systematic issue, but rather a micro-level issue
of politicians overpromising during the campaign and not always keeping their promises once
elected. Participants of the study also displayed little awareness of climate legislation as a
strategy to enable youth participation in climate governance, unlike the source material who
denoted this as a recurring strategy among youth climate activists (Sharma, 2023, p. 167; Kotz¢
& Knappe, 2023, p. 7, 8). This may suggest that climate litigation is more well known among
those engaged in climate activism compared to the general youth population.

8.3 Future research

Future research on the topic could expand one the number of participants and draw on a wider
selection pool than three organizations. An expanded scope would make the material more
reliable and shine light on whether the results of this study are representative of the broader
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youth population or if other perspectives would emerge as more dominant. Likewise, the age
of participants could also be expanded to include individuals under the age of 15 to see if they
have similar or different perspectives and how they differ from the youth population. Similarly
future research could compare the perspectives of youth climate activists on youth
marginalization to those not engaged in activism to see whether they perceive similar limitations
or if they differ. The scope could also be expanded to include youths in other countries or
globally to expand the understanding of whether youths across national boundaries perceive
similar limitations in their ability to participate in climate governance. A related topic could
also be to examine whether the hopelessness which many participants of this study perceived
around climate change is widespread in the wider youth population and whether it affects the
extent to which youths attempt to involve themselves in climate governance and other political
issues. To attempt to address the lack of education in youth participation found throughout this
study future research may also examine this topic in more detail and let participants suggest
changes to the national curriculum to provide youths with the tools to be better able to
participate in climate governance and other political issues.

8.4 Author’s reflections

Throughout the study the recurring sense among participants that there is little hope of positive
change struck me as particularly noteworthy. While this hopelessness was not universal among
the participants, many expressed the belief that climate change could not be solved, with some
connecting this to their own lacking ability to influence the present political decisions which
impact it. According to a study by Hill-Harding et al. (2026, p. 16) the perception of oneself as
powerless in creating change may lead to resignation or apathy. If young people repeatedly
experience that their voices are not considered throughout adolescence, they might become
resigned to their exclusion and stop trying to make themselves heard. This is problematic since
fewer people engaging in climate change are likely to result in fewer potential solutions, but
what is perhaps more concerning is that it may create a generation of future citizens who have
been conditioned for most of their lives to believe that their voice does not matter. In my view
this 1s completely antithetical to democracy, which is reliant on the majority of citizens being
politically engaged to produce solutions to societal problems which are amiable to most
citizens. Thus, failing to meaningfully include youths may result in them viewing political
participation as futile and accepting the notion that creating change is for someone else.

Thus, to me the most concerning outcome of youth marginalization is not simply that young
people are prevented from participating, but that they may come to believe that they can affect
so little that it’s not worth trying to participate at all.
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10.  Appendix 1

Information letter provided to the participants (translated to English)

JONKOPING UNIVERSITY

Information Letter About Study on Young People’s Perceptions
of Influence and Marginalization in Climate Issues

You are hereby invited to participate in a study examining voung people’s perceptions of
influence and marginalization in relation to climate issues.

The study forms part of a bachelor’s thesis in Global Studies and aims to examine how
young people perceive their opportunities to be heard and included in political decision-
making concerning climate change. The study focuses particularly on voung people’s own
experiences and perceptions of inclusion and exclusion in matters relating to climate
change. Through the study, I aim to gain an understanding of how young people perceive
their opportunities to influence public debate concerning climate issues.

You will be asked to share your perspectives on the subject and discuss a number of
questions in a focus group interview together with 46 other participants. The interview is
expected to take approximately 45-60 minutes.

Some questions may feel uncomfortable, and if you would prefer not to answer a
particular question, vou do not have to do so.

The interview will be recorded in audio format and vsed as the scientific basis for the
study. What you say during the interview will be treated as confidential and will not be
shared with outside parties. However, as the interview will take place in a group, complete
confidentiality between participants cannot be guaranteed. All participants are therefore
asked to respect each other’s privacy and not share what other participants have said
without their consent. The study may vse specific quotations from vou, but in such cases,
you will remain anonymous, and identifying information such as your name, age, school
or organization etc. will not be included. The interview material will be stored on a
password-protected device for the duration of the study and will subsequently be deleted.

Participation in the study is entirely voluntary, and you may choose to withdraw at amy
time without having to provide a reason. If you wish to withdraw after having participated
in an interview, you can contact me (see contact details below) and inform me that you no
longer wish to participate in the study. Your material will then be excluded from the
analysis and deleted together with the remaining research material at the end of the study.
The study is not part of your education or organization, and your grades, education or
standing within the organization will not be affected regardless of whether you choose to
participate in the study.

If vou have any questions about the study or the interview, vou are welcome to contact me
or the study’s supervisor.
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