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EMOTIONS THAT MOVE US
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Emotional and relational
learning is central to how
societies respond to planetary
crises.

~

KEY MESSAGES

¢ Emotional and relational learning is foundational to how societies navigate planetary disruption.
Empathy, compassion, emotional awareness, perspective-taking, and ethical judgment help people and
communities respond to complexity, uncertainty, and rapid change.

¢ Climate anxiety, grief, anger, hope, and disconnection are increasingly documented, particularly among
young people. These emotions are not simply individual responses to environmental change; they signal a
deeper rupture in relationships between people, communities, institutions, and the living world.

¢ How emotions are recognized and supported influences whether people engage, withdraw, or act
collectively. Supportive relational environments can help learners interpret difficult emotions, sustain hope,
build solidarity, and participate in meaningful responses.

¢ Many education systems continue to privilege cognitive and technical learning while giving insufficient
attention to emotional, ethical, and relational dimensions. Responding to planetary crises requires
learning environments grounded in care, trust, belonging, dialogue, and shared responsibility.

¢ Relational, justice-oriented, trauma-aware, creative, and place-based approaches can strengthen
collective resilience and agency. By connecting emotional learning with social and ecological responsibility,
education can contribute to more peaceful, just, and life-sustaining societies.
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INSIGHT

The emotional landscape of the climate crisis offers a powerful window into how learners experience
their relationships with communities, institutions, future generations, and the living world. Climate
anxiety, grief, anger, fear, hope, and disconnection are increasingly documented, especially among
children and youth, signaling not only environmental instability but a deeper rupture in the social and
relational foundations that sustain human and planetary wellbeing (Hickman et al., 2021; Pihkala,
2020). These emotions can be further intensified by exposure to severe weather and other climate
impacts, uncertainty about the future, and perceived institutional inaction, contributing to feelings of
overwhelm and diminished agency (Hickman et al., 2021; Lewandowski et al., 2024). Without
supportive relational environments, these pressures can contribute to distress that constrains learning,
reduces engagement, and erodes trust in institutions. Importantly, these emotional responses should
not be understood as signs of individual fragility. Rather, they are collective signals that something
larger is unfolding—a lived experience of ecological disruption, social uncertainty, unequal exposure to

harm, and institutional inadequacy.

Climate emotions can therefore serve as early indicators of strain across communities, institutions, and
everyday life, revealing not only how individuals are coping with environmental change, but also how
societies are struggling to sustain relationships of care, responsibility, and hope in an increasingly
uncertain world. Far from being peripheral to learning, these emotional and relational dynamics shape
how individuals and communities interpret risk, respond to disruption, imagine alternative futures, and

participate in collective action.

A growing body of research suggests that learners’ emotions significantly influence how they engage
with the climate crisis. Positive emotional experiences—including joy, curiosity, awe, hope, and
belonging—can support engagement, nature connection, and critical and creative thinking, while
disconnection and despair can contribute to withdrawal or disengagement (Neurohr et al., 2024;
Ojala, 2012, 2016). These insights resonate with—but should not be equated with—many Indigenous,
land-based, and Earth-based knowledge traditions, in which emotional, ethical, and spiritual ties to
land are inseparable from responsibilities of reciprocity, reverence, and long-term stewardship. Such
traditions challenge dominant educational assumptions by recognizing emotions not solely as individual
psychological states, but as dimensions of relationship, responsibility, and ethical orientation. From this
perspective, emotional learning can help sustain reciprocity, responsibility, and long-term relationships
with the living world.

Yet even as emotional pressures rise across communities, many education systems remain anchored in
cognitive and technical approaches that do not adequately address the conditions learners must
navigate. This recognition has brought renewed attention to social and emotional learning (SEL),
highlighting emotional, relational, and ethical learning as essential dimensions of education (UNESCO,
2024). SEL can support empathy, emotional regulation, responsible decision-making, and relational
resilience—qualities that can help learners engage constructively with climate disruption and
uncertainty rather than becoming overwhelmed or disengaged (Ojala, 2012; Neurohr et al., 2024).
Emerging work in climate justice education further emphasizes that SEL must address more than
individual coping, extending to solidarity, collective care, and structural inequity (Chaudhary & lyengar,

2025). Its transformative potential is constrained when it is framed primarily as an agenda of individual
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competency and self-management. Climate emotions emerge from wider social, political, cultural, and
ecological systems that shape how learners experience and make meaning of disruption. Educational
responses must therefore cultivate individual and collective resilience alongside collective agency
rooted in care, solidarity, democratic participation, and responsibility for social and ecological

transformation.

Recognition of emotional and relational dimensions of learning is increasingly reflected in international
policy frameworks. The UNESCO Recommendation on Education for Peace, Human Rights and
Sustainable Development (2023) adopts a holistic understanding of learning that extends beyond
cognitive achievement and emphasizes the development of empathy, compassion, solidarity, ethical
responsibility, and an ethic of care. Among its guiding principles are cultivating "an ethic of care,
compassion and solidarity" and protecting the "safety, health and well-being of learners and teachers"
(UNESCO, 2023). These principles provide an important policy foundation for understanding emotional
and relational learning not merely as a matter of individual development, but as a foundation of

sustainable, peaceful, and just societies.

Emotional responses to the climate crisis are also shaped by how learners interpret what they are
experiencing. Research in higher education suggests that distress and disengagement can be
intensified by a disconnect between what people know and feel about planetary crises and how their
institutions respond (Pigott et al., 2024). This disconnect can intensify feelings of uncertainty, isolation,
and disbelief, especially when learners do not see their emotions acknowledged or validated in
educational settings. Emotional meaning-making is not only an internal process but a relational one,
shaped by family, culture, public discourse, and the trust learners have in societal institutions. These
dynamics demonstrate why emotional literacy and relational support must be understood as
foundational components of any educational response to the climate crisis. Evidence from a 63-
country study further indicates that no single informational, emotional, or relational intervention
produces consistent forms of climate engagement across audiences and outcomes. Its findings
reinforce the need for approaches that are responsive to context, purpose, and the forms of action
being supported (Vlasceanu et al., 2024).

As climate impacts intensify, emotional experiences are shaped by unequal burdens and histories of
harm. Communities facing recurring or severe environmental risks—whether from disasters, pollution,
or slow-onset degradation—may experience emotional pressures compounded by social inequality,
historical injustice, and limited institutional support. Survey evidence indicates that climate distress
varies across national and social contexts, is associated with perceived exposure to severe weather,
and is often connected by young people to inadequate institutional responses (Hickman et al., 2021;
Lewandowski et al., 2024). These patterns underscore the need for frauma-aware, context-responsive
learning environments that acknowledge differing experiences of loss, risk, and injustice and help
learners sustain connection and collective agency. Climate emotions therefore illuminate not only
psychological stress but the uneven distribution of vulnerability, responsibility, and care across

societies, making emotional inequity an important dimension of climate justice.

Recognizing the plurality and ethical complexity of climate emotions is essential. As Oberman (2024aq,
2024b) argues, emotions evoked by ecological beauty, systemic injustice, or climate threat are distinct
and carry different implications for learning, interpretation, and engagement. Climate education can

create space for learners to differentiate and interpret these emotions—not to manage or suppress
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them, but to understand what they reveal about values, inequities, and responsibilities. This orientation
also resonates with the relational, embodied, and ethical approaches explored in Insight 3, including
Indigenous and land-based traditions that emphasize care, humility, and responsibility across

generations while remaining grounded in distinct communities, places, and knowledge systems.

Within this emotional terrain, hope emerges not simply as optimism, but as a form of relational and
collective agency. Research and practice on climate coping distinguish active or constructive hope—
grounded in an honest recognition of present conditions, relational support, possible pathways for
action, and a sense of collective possibility—from passive optimism or denial (Macy & Johnstone, 2012;
Ojala, 2012). Hope can become especially generative when learners experience it collectively, as
members of communities capable of imagining and creating alternative futures together.

Educational approaches grounded in storytelling, creative expression, contemplative practice, and
collaborative futures thinking can help learners rehearse alternative pathways and build a shared
sense of agency in the face of uncertainty. These practices can enter into dialogue with relational and
land-based pedagogies that emphasize continuity, reciprocity, and long temporal arcs of planetary
responsibility. Research further suggests that educational interventions inviting people to consider
future generations can strengthen concern for their wellbeing and willingness to act on their behalf,
reinforcing intergenerational responsibility as an important dimension of climate education
(Syropoulos et al., 2025; Law et al., 2025).

The UNESCO MGIEP report Rethinking Learning: A Review of Social and Emotional Learning for
Education Systems(2020) provides additional support for this perspective. Synthesizing evidence from
education, neuroscience, psychology, and the learning sciences, the report associates social and
emotional learning with empathy, cooperation, prosocial behaviour, and capacities for working
collectively across differences. These emotional and relational dimensions of learning are increasingly
recognized as important foundations for addressing complex sustainability challenges, including
climate change, which require collaboration, ethical reflection, long-term thinking, and collective

action across generations and communities.

Positive emotions such as joy, fascination, and wonder can play an important sustaining role in climate
education. Encounters with nature that evoke these emotions can offer learners a sense of vitality,
connection, and belonging alongside the grief and fear often elicited by climate learning. Research
associates experiences of awe, interest, beauty, compassion, and other positive emotions with nature
connectedness, creative engagement, and prosocial or pro-environmental orientations (Lumber et al.,
2017; Richardson et al., 2020; Oberman, 2024a; Piff et al., 2015; Neurohr et al., 2024). The broaden-
and-build theory further suggests that positive emotions can expand attention and gradually build
cognitive, psychological, and relational resources (Fredrickson, 2001). Far from trivial, joy can provide

affective energy that helps sustain civic participation and regenerative action.

Together, this body of evidence points to the need for a shift in how education understands learning,
agency, and transformation. Emotions are not secondary to cognition, nor are they merely personal
responses to environmental change. They are relational forces that shape how individuals and
communities interpret risk, sustain hope, build solidarity, and mobilize for change. As planetary
pressures intensify, education must engage more fully with these emotional and relational dimensions
of collective resilience, democratic participation, and societal transformation. The challenge for

education is therefore not simply to help learners understand planetary crises, but to cultivate forms of
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learning that sustain connection—to themselves, to one another, to future generations, and to the
living world. Emotional and relational learning is not a supplementary educational outcome; it is central
to how societies respond to planetary crises and shape more just, regenerative, and life-sustaining

futures.

05 Pathways for transformation

Advancing emotional and relational learning requires changes in educational cultures,

pedagogies, institutional conditions, and relationships with communities and the living world.

o1 Build education systems and whole-institution cultures grounded in care, belonging,
and emotional wellbeing. Embed emotional and relational learning across curriculum,
leadership, governance, community partnerships, and everyday educational practice,
creating conditions of trust and collective responsibility that support learning,

resilience, social cohesion, and democratic participation.

02 Integrate social and emotional learning through relational and justice-oriented
approaches. Move beyond individual coping and skill-building to cultivate solidarity,

moral imagination, collective responsibility, and engagement with structural inequities.

03 Create trauma-aware and context-responsive learning environments. Provide safe,
supportive, and culturally responsive conditions in which learners can navigate climate-

related distress, uncertainty, disruption, and differing experiences of loss and harm.

04 Strengthen place-based, land-based, and experiential learning. Foster sustained
engagement with ecosystems, cultural landscapes, and local communities to cultivate
belonging, reciprocity, joy, and responsibility toward human and more-than-human

worlds.

05 Connect emotional meaning-making with imagination, collective agency, and
action. Use storytelling, the arts, contemplative practice, collaborative futures inquiry,
and civic participation to help learners engage with difficult emotions, sustain
constructive hope, imagine alternatives, and contribute to collective responses.
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06 Equip and support educators to facilitate emotional and relational learning. Provide

sustained professional learning, time, appropriate resources, supportive networks, and

access to specialist services, while recognizing that educators should not be expected to

respond to climate-related distress without institutional support.

07 Recognize and assess what matters. Expand assessment beyond cognitive attainment

to attend to wellbeing, belonging, relational agency, resilience, and collective capacity,

using participatory, qualitative, and context-responsive approaches appropriate to

these complex dimensions of learning (further explored in Insight 9).

Figure 1. Emotional Pathways in Climate Learning

Oberman (2024a) maps the positive emotional experiences supported by picturebook use in

climate change education. Building on that analysis, this figure traces pathways through which

creative and affect-sensitive approaches to climate learning may support learners’ wellbeing,

strengthen learning, and encourage pro-environmental engagement.
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Source: Adapted from Oberman, R. (2024a). Creativity, curiosity and catharsis: Positive

emotions in climate change education through picturebooks. Environmental Education
Research, 30(11), 2031-2056. https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2023.2286940
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ILLUSTRATIVE PATHWAYS IN PRACTICE

The following examples show how emotional and relational learning can emerge through mobile
libraries, community-based storytelling, environmental filmmaking, and pedagogies that bring feeling
and thinking into relationship. Although situated in different cultural and institutional contexts, each
illustrates how learning can cultivate connection, belonging, ethical responsibility, and collective

agency.
Sentipensante Pedagogy: Feeling-Thinking Ecological Relations

Sentipensar, or feeling-thinking, offers a powerful foundation for emotional and relational learning.
Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda learned the concept from riverine fishing communities of
Colombia’s Caribbean region, where sentipensar joins what modern education often separates:
thought and feeling, mind and body, knowledge and lived experience. As an educational orientation, it
invites learners to study ecological systems as relationships in which they are already involved. Through
observation, dialogue, bodily awareness, reflection, movement, and engagement with place and
community, learners can come to both understand and feel interdependence. It expands
environmental learning beyond acquiring information toward cultivating the emotional awareness,
relational judgment, and ethical responsibility needed to notice relationships, question established
habits, and act with care within a living world.

Learn more

Fals Borda, O. (2009). Una sociologia sentipensante para América Latina (V. M. Moncayo, Comp.).
CLACSO; Siglo del Hombre Editores.

Gonzdlez-Grandoén, X. A., & Sudrez-Gémez, A. (2023). Hacia una pedagogia fenomenolégica del
sentipensar. Estudios Pedagdgicos, 4XEspecial), 287-305. https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-
07052023000300287

Rendoén, L. I. (2023). Sentipensante (sensing/thinking) pedagogy: Educating for wholeness, social
Jjustice and liberation (2nd ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003446941

Children and Youth Artists’ Grief Deck: Making Space for Loss

The Children and Youth Artists’ Grief Deck, developed by the Artists’ Literacies Institute, offers an arts-
based approach to recognizing and processing loss. Its 60 cards pair 58 original artworks created by
artists between the ages of 6 and 26 with prompts written by young people and bereavement experts.
Designed for independent or facilitated use across different age groups, the deck provides multiple
entry points for naming grief, expressing difficult experiences, and opening supportive conversations
among learners, educators, counselors, and families. Although developed in response to losses
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, it illustrates how youth-created art and carefully facilitated
reflection can make experiences of loss more visible and shareable. Adapted with care, such
approaches may also help learners engage with ecological grief and climate-related loss without
reducing these experiences to individual problems or expecting educators to provide therapeutic care.
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Learn more

Artists’ Literacies Institute. (n.d.). Children and youth artists’ grief deck [Card deck].
https://griefdeck.com/category/youth/

Tiempo Para
Sanar/ Time to
Heal

No estas exagerando, es algo que te
duele y esta bien que necesites tiempo
para sanar. {Témate tu tiempo, pero no
demores; hay mucho por hacer! You are
not exaggerating, it is something that
hurts...

Green Hub Fellowship, India

Climate action begins with relationships. The Green Hub Fellowship in India demonstrates how
environmental education can strengthen emotional, relational, and ecological capacities through
storytelling, place-based learning, and community engagement. Working primarily with youth from
tribal and marginalized communities, Green Hub uses digital storytelling to help participants document
local environmental knowledge, conservation practices, and community experiences. Through a one-
year residential fellowship, young people develop skills in filmmaking, editing, and communication while
deepening their relationships with the landscapes, cultures, and communities in which they live. By
encouraging participants to view their villages and ecosystems through the lens of environmental
stewardship, the fellowship cultivates a sense of belonging, responsibility, and care for local
environments. Fellows not only gain technical and professional skills, but also develop stronger
connections to place, community, and cultural identity. Many participants go on to internships and
employment opportunities with governmental agencies, civil society organizations, and environmental
initiatives, demonstrating that environmental stewardship and livelihood opportunities can be mutually
reinforcing. Founded in Tezpur, Assam, in 2014 and now operating across multiple regions of India,
Green Hub illustrates how climate and sustainability education can foster agency, hope, ecological

responsibility, and collective care for the future.
Learn more

GreenHub. (2022). GreenHub | Youth Fellowship and Video for Change.
https://www.greenhubindia.net/fellowship
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Books and Environment Mobile Libraries (Kitab Mahol Gari), Pakistan

In Pakistan, the Books and Environment Mobile Libraries initiative (Kitab Mahol Gari) brings climate
learning, storytelling, and community engagement directly to children and young people through
mobile learning festivals operating in Karachi, Lahore, Multan, and Swat. Following the devastating
floods of 2025, the initiative was also used as an emergency educational response to learning
disruption and loss. Complementing these mobile festivals, the initiative has established more than 100
interactive libraries in government schools in Punjab, with plans to expand to an additional 200 schools
in Sindh between 2026 and 2027. Through books, environmental activities, storytelling, dialogue, and
community participation, these spaces help learners build connections with place, strengthen
environmental awareness, and develop the emotional and relational capacities needed to respond to
climate risks and uncertainty. The initiative illustrates how climate education can move beyond
information delivery to foster belonging, agency, hope, and collective engagement—capacities that

are increasingly recognized as essential for navigating planetary futures.
Learn more

Idara-e-Taleem-o-Aagahi. (2023). Annual report 2023. https://itacec.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/03/Annual-Report-2023.pdf

HundrED. (2025). Kitab-Mahol Gari. https://hundred.org/en/innovations/kitab-mahol-gari
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