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It is like on the Titanic. 

Some dance even though they know the ship is sinking. 

The others just dance. 

“Julia”, reducer, 2017 

 

 

 

 

It’s hopeless and I’ll give it my all. 

Per Espen Stoknes, 2015 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Air travel accounts for a major share of individual greenhouse gas emissions in high-income 

countries. Technical development alone will not be sufficient to meet international climate 

goals if air travel continues to increase as predicted. Behavioral change is thus essential. 

Earlier research has shown that the gap between environmental attitudes and behavior is large 

when it comes to air travel; few reduce flying because of climate concerns. However, some 

people do, and there is a rising debate about individual responsibility and travel habits. This 

study, based on semi-structured interviews with Swedish residents who quit, reduce or continue 

flying, describes how such behavioral change comes about. Important incentives and barriers 

for this process are highlighted. A framework of societal transformation is applied to show 

where these incentives and barriers are located – in personal and political spheres. 

This thesis suggests that internalized knowledge about the impacts of global warming is crucial 

to spark the process of reducing air travel. This awareness evokes negative emotions, often 

anxiety, guilt or frustration, which may lead to a personal tipping point where a decision to 

reduce flying is made. For many, such behavioral change is counteracted by both personal 

values and societal structures promoting air travel. Also individuals with a strong personal drive 

to reduce flying may feel trapped in social and professional practices, and even counteracted 

and ridiculed by society.  

The study shows a lack of incentives from societal levels, pointing to the need for political 

action aiming to create economic incentives and more attractive alternatives to air travel, as 

well as deepened climate knowledge and change of social norms. The findings are valuable for 

policy makers who want to contribute to a transformation towards a more sustainable travel 

system.  

Keywords: air travel; behavioral change; climate change; sustainability; transformation  
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INTRODUCTION 

In the Anthropocene mankind has become the dominant driving force of global change (Crutzen 

2002; Zalasiewicz et al. 2017). Due to human impact, several planetary boundaries are 

currently being transgressed. One of them is climate change, which may drive Earth into a state 

where the resilience of social-ecological systems and the foundation for human wellbeing is 

threatened (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015). The window of opportunity to meet the 

Paris Agreement to keep global warming well below 2 degrees Celsius (UNFCCC 2015) is 

rapidly closing and efficient mitigation strategies are urgently needed (Anderson 2015; 

Rockström et al. 2017). To meet the challenge, scholars are calling for radical action – not only 

adaptation and technical improvements, but transformations spanning from individual mindsets 

and social norms to societal structures and systems (e.g. O’Brien and Sygna 2013; Pelling, 

O’Brien, and Matyas 2015; Göpel 2016; Fazey et al. 2018)  

This thesis will focus on air travel, a carbon intense practice heavily depending on fossil fuels, 

and thus contributing to climate change. Globally, aviation is accountable for 2.6% of CO2-

emissions (IPCC 2014 as cited in Kamb et al. 2016). Taking into account other emissions at 

high altitudes, aviation’s total share of anthropogenic climate impact has been calculated to 

4.9% (Lee et al. 2009, Azar and Johansson 2012). This might seem minor. However, aviation 

is a constantly growing sector (Åkerman 2012; Airbus, 2017). Until 2050 air travel is expected 

to nearly quadruple globally (Peeters et al. 2016). Moreover, these emissions are caused by very 

few; only 2-3% of the global population participate in international air travel over the course of 

a year (Gössling and Peeters 2007). For those who fly, air travel often accounts for a major 

share of individual emissions (Wynes and Nicholas 2017). In high-income countries air travel’s 

share of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions greatly exceeds the global average (Kamb et al. 

2016). Considering the rapid growth of air travel, the foreseen development in aircraft 

technology or improved fuels cannot be expected to reduce the climate impact at a quick enough 

pace to meet the climate goals (Kamb et al. 2016; Peeters et al. 2016; Gössling et al. 2010). 

Behavioral change coupled with political and infrastructural support is thus essential to reduce 

emissions from aviation (Åkerman, Larsson and Elofsson 2016; Larsson 2015). 

Sweden was selected as site for this case study, as it is a country with a high level of climate 

change awareness (Lee et al. 2015), yet the inhabitants fly seven times more than the global 

average (Kamb et al. 2016). International air travel accounts for approximately 11% of Swedish 

GHG emissions, and annually generates as much emissions as all Swedish private cars 
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(Åkerman 2012; Kamb et al. 2016). The flying habits of Swedish citizens provide an intriguing 

illustration of the gap between environmental attitudes and behavior. In a national survey 61% 

answered that climate change is “very worrying” (SOM Institute 2018). The relation between 

aviation and climate change is not unknown. Already in 2007, 82% of passengers interviewed 

at a Swedish airport were aware of it and every fourth said they were willing to fly less to reduce 

emissions (Gössling et al. 2009). Yet, Swedish air travelling continues to increase; 2017 was a 

record year with 7% more flights than 2016 (Trafikanalys 2018).   

A multitude of psychological barriers is preventing individual and social climate actions 

(Gifford 2011). Climate change seems distant in time and space and elicits no visceral reactions 

of dread (Weber 2016) or is portrayed in doomsday scenarios which create denial, as it is 

perceived as a threat to identity and lifestyle (Stoknes 2015). This is not primarily a denial of 

climate science, but a deeply emotional and socially organized denial. Although people have 

the knowledge of climate change and care about it, many keep the topic disconnected from 

political, social, and private life as it triggers emotions too difficult to handle. It becomes the 

norm to not talk or even think about it (Norgaard 2011).    

While awareness of climate change is growing and domestic practices motivated by climate 

concerns, such as recycling, are becoming mainstream, the same development is not seen for 

air travel behavior. Only a minority limit flying because of climate concerns (e.g. Higham, Reis, 

and Cohen 2016; McDonald et al. 2015; Cohen and Higham 2011). Yet, this is one of the most 

efficient ways to mitigate individual GHG emissions. For example, one transatlantic round trip 

causes at least 1.6 tons CO2e (Wynes and Nicholas 2017), equal to the total sustainable level of 

individual emissions: 1.5-2 tons per person and year (Watkins 2007; Nykvist et al. 2013; Neill 

et al. 2018).  

Several studies have shown that the gap between attitudes and behavior is particularly large 

when it comes to air travel (e.g. Cohen, Higham, and Reis 2013; Büchs 2016). Even people 

feeling guilt connected to flying are not strongly motivated to reduce (Kroesen 2013). This has 

been explained with cognitive dissonance theory, suggesting that the unease felt by individuals 

when they act against their pro-environmental values is more commonly solved by adjusting 

attitudes than behavior. The majority thus find various justifications for their flights instead of 

reducing flying (McDonald et al. 2015). Moreover, many tend to “take a break” from 

environmental concerns during holidays (Cohen, Higham, and Reis 2013; Barr et al. 2010). 

Flying has become the norm and an integral part of a number of social practices, e.g. birthday 
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celebrations, hobbies and visiting family and friends in increasingly international networks – 

which makes the habit hard to break (Randles and Mander 2009). Cheaper flights have made it 

possible for many to travel extensively for both professional and private reasons (Gössling and 

Upham 2009). Frequent flying has also been portrayed in terms of addiction, “binge-flying” 

(Cohen, Higham, and Cavaliere 2011; Randles and Mander 2009).  

While the drivers of air travel and frequent flying are well studied (e.g. Gössling and Upham 

2009), my initial literature search revealed fewer studies focusing particularly on people who 

fly little or not at all. One paper concludes that infrequent flyers are often more influenced by 

budget constraints, family and health circumstances than by environmental concerns (Graham 

and Metz 2017). However, some people do reduce flying for climate reasons. These individuals 

have been shown to have a stronger sense of responsibility for climate change than others, feel 

a moral obligation to mitigate regardless of the effects, and distance themselves from the 

dominant social norms (Büchs 2016).  

Much of the earlier research on environmentally significant behavior has focused on values, 

beliefs and norms (e.g. Stern 2000) while other scholars have pointed to contextual factors and 

social practices as more influential than the free choice of individuals (Shove 2010). The aim 

of this study is to provide a more holistic explanation of air travel behavior, particularly 

deliberate reduction of flying, taking into account personal values and beliefs, as well as societal 

factors.  

To my knowledge the process of reducing air travel has not been studied in detail, nor has it 

been analyzed through the lens of transformation to sustainability. In this study, I draw on the 

theoretical framework Three Spheres of Transformation (O’Brien and Sygna 2013, O’Brien 

2018) which describes how transformations to meet the challenge of climate change take place 

across three interacting spheres: the personal, political and practical spheres. It thus provides 

a novel approach to framing individual air travel behavior in a larger context.  

The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What are the personal and societal incentives and barriers to air travel 

reduction, as perceived by individuals who reduce flying because of climate 

change and by individuals who do not reduce air travel? 

2. What are the typical phases and components of the process of reducing air 

travel? 
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By answering these questions I seek to contribute new insights about air travel behavior, 

transformations to sustainability, and ultimately to knowledge relevant for policy development 

aiming at reducing air travelling.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

Transformation, society and individuals  

The concept transformations to sustainability is increasingly used in research and policy as a 

metaphor for fundamental, systemic change to meet the challenges caused by human impact on 

nature, but is often largely undefined (Feola 2015). When definitions are given, they usually 

include the notion of qualitative or a structural degree of change in a system – a change of its 

fundamental attributes, including values, regulatory regimes, technological or biological 

systems (O’Brien and Sygna 2013; Göpel 2016; Patterson et al. 2017).  

Transformations are often described as involving entire societies or social-ecological systems 

at multiple scales. However, transformation of human behavior is also an essential part of 

transformations to sustainability (O’Brien and Sygna 2013). Individuals may contribute to 

large-scale transformation by both changing behavior and by influencing structures and 

systems: “Cooperative behavior can cascade through social networks, and each person in a 

network influences more people than they think” (O’Brien 2015:1170). Transformations can 

also be seen as a “psycho-social process involving the unleashing of human potential to commit, 

care and effect change for a better life, or an internal shift that results in long-lasting changes” 

(O’Brien and Sygna 2013:1).  

The Three Spheres of Transformation 

The Three Spheres of Transformation framework (O’Brien and Sygna 2013, O’Brien 2018) 

integrates different branches of research on transformations, highlighting the need for a 

comprehensive view on personal, institutional, societal and technological transformations as a 

response to climate change. The authors argue that the most powerful transformations take place 

across three embedded and interacting spheres: the practical, political and personal spheres 

(Figure 1). The practical sphere is the core, where the goals and targets to meet climate change 

are located, for example behavioral and technical responses. This sphere is where measurable 

effects can be seen. In the case of air travel this could e.g. be substantial reduction of flights 

and technological development that together leads to mitigated emissions. The political sphere 

entails the systems and structures “that create the conditions for transformations in the practical 

sphere” (O’Brien and Sygna 2013:4), including economic, political, legal, social and cultural 

systems. It is here that policy instruments such as taxes and regulations can be set up, and social 

norms and movements play out. The outermost sphere is the personal sphere, where individual 
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and collective beliefs, values and worldviews can be transformed. Changes here can lead to 

new and different action logics, ways of interacting with the world, new discourses and 

paradigms that can change dominant systems and influence what solutions are prioritized in the 

other spheres. O’Brien and Sygna (2013) emphasize interaction across the three spheres: 

outcomes for sustainability in the practical sphere depend on a transformation of society’s 

systems and structures, which are often driven by transformations in the personal sphere.  

 

Figure 1. Three Spheres of Transformation, adopted from O’Brien and Sygna (2013). Societal transformation takes 
place across three interacting practical, political and personal spheres. “Transformation of individual travel 
behavior” is added by the author. Originally, the blue wedge illustrates “outcomes for sustainability” in general.  

 

In this study, I use the spheres to investigate incentives (defined as factors driving the process 

of reducing flying) and barriers (defined as factors counteracting the change) to individual 

reduction of air travel. By mapping incentives and barriers in the personal and political spheres, 

I will show how individual air travel behavior depends on beliefs, values, and worldviews (e.g. 

the perceptions of personal responsibility and emotions connected to climate change) as well 

as on society’s systems and structures (e.g. ticket prices and lack of train connections). The aim 

of this mapping is also to reveal where policy interventions should be targeted if behavioral 

change is to be achieved at a larger scale. 
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METHODS 
 

The empirical basis for this study is qualitative interviews with a phenomenological approach, 

meaning that I aim to understand air travel reduction based on the informants own perception 

of their world (Kvale and Brinkmann 2014). This is a suitable method to achieve in-depth 

understanding of a social phenomenon through a rich and nuanced account, i.e. a “thick 

description” (Bryman 2012:392). For further epistemological considerations, see Appendix 1. 

As the focus of the study lies on behavioral change, more individuals who have changed were 

interviewed, while a smaller group of people who have not was included to provide additional 

perspectives on barriers and possible incentives.  

Initially, both peer-reviewed and gray literature (such as reports from Swedish authorities) was 

studied to gather background knowledge about air travel behavior, the impacts of aviation on 

climate and Swedish travelers’ contribution. General media reporting on the topic, i.e. about a 

passenger tax enacted in 2018, was followed during the study period. The media interest 

increased substantially during 2018, when a vivid debate about individual responsibility and air 

travel reduction took place (see Appendix 2). This debate, and continuous observation of the 

discussions in the Facebook groups where most participants were recruited, provided a broader 

contextual understanding. 

Recruitment of interviewees 

Participants were purposively sampled (Bryman, 2012) mainly via advertisements in social 

media. Overall inclusion criteria were to be over 18 years of age and a Swedish resident. In 

order to recruit interviewees who have reduced or quit flying because of climate impacts, 

invitations were posted in the Facebook groups Tågsemester (Train vacation) and Jag flyger 

inte – för klimatets skull (I don’t fly – for the sake of the climate). The purpose of Tågsemester 

is to share tips and inspiration about more sustainable travelling with train. Jag flyger inte – för 

klimatets skull is a group for people who promise not to fly more than every 5th year. In total, 

37 individuals from these groups agreed to participate. They were asked to describe themselves 

and their travel habits briefly, and based on this I chose 18 interviewees as diverse as possible, 

considering e.g. age, gender, occupation – a maximum variation sample (Teddlie and 

Tashakkori 2009).  

To recruit interviewees who had not reduced flying, advertisements were posted in the 

Facebook group Vi som gillar att resa (We who like travelling). These advertisements generated 



13 
 

few answers, and only two participants were recruited from this group. To complete the sample 

a snow-ball approach (Bryman 2012) was used, where already interviewed participants 

proposed other suitable interviewees. Finally, potential interviewees with perspectives still 

lacking in the research material were purposively targeted.  

All interviewees were made aware already during the recruitment process that the topic for the 

interviews was climate change and air travel. Even if the advertisement was phrased in a non-

judgmental way acknowledging both problems and values of air travel, this may have hampered 

the recruitment of people who do not reduce flying. It may also have biased the sample of non-

reducers to people who are more aware of climate change than the average.  

Altogether, 26 interviewees were chosen (Table 2). In spite of the aim for maximum variation, 

almost all had higher education and were native Swedes.    

Semi-structured interviews 

The interviews were performed from October 2017 to February 2018. Informed consent was 

collected prior to the interviews, and all were audio recorded. The interviews were held in 

Swedish and lasted between 47 and 95 minutes. 16 were performed face-to-face, nine were 

video calls and one was a telephone interview. This allowed participants from various 

geographical locations, which may be significant for travel behavior as distances to the capital 

and continental Europe vary a lot in Sweden.  

Following a semi-structured approach, interview guides (one for people who had reduced air 

travel and one for those who had not, Appendix 3) were developed based on the theoretical 

framework and on previous research about air travel behavior. The guides were followed to 

cover certain themes with all participants, while probes and follow-up questions were adjusted 

to the individual narratives (Bryman 2012). Thus, it was possible to investigate interesting 

topics as they emerged and to get a rich description from different viewpoints.   

The interviewees were first asked to describe their air travel habits, and if they had changed or 

not. Those who had reduced, were asked open-ended questions about why and how this 

behavioral change came about, and about challenges and incentives. Then a number of external 

(such as work and economy), personal (emotions, values) and social factors were brought up to 

elicit incentives and barriers which were not immediately occurring to the interviewees. The 

purpose was to deepen the narrative from a simple story about reducing flying because it is 

better for the climate, to a narrative that takes many aspects of the interviewees’ lives into 

account.  
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Interviewees who had not mitigated air travel were asked corresponding questions about what 

influenced their travel choices, what they thought about reducing flying for climate reasons, 

and about barriers and possible incentives to a potential reduction.  

Towards the end of the interviews perceptions of climate change and the connection to flying 

were brought up. The interviewees’ thoughts about who is responsible for, and possible ways 

to reduce, emissions from air travel were also discussed. 

Characterizing the interviewees 

A short web questionnaire was sent out in February-March 2018, in order to collect detailed 

data on the participants’ flights 2015-2017 (Appendix 4). Information from questionnaire and 

interviews was used to categorize the interviewees into three groups; “quitters”, “reducers” and 

“non-reducers” (table 1 and 2). The purpose of the categorization was to allow investigation of 

different degrees of change. 

 

Table 1: Categories of participants  

Category Definition N 

Quitters Have made a decision not to fly, or to fly once every 5 years at the most,  
and this is reflected by few flights 2015-2017.  

10 

Reducers Have made a decision to reduce air travelling and self-report to have  
reduced to various degrees, compared to the previous five years. 

9  

Non-reducers Self-report to fly approximately as much as the previous five years.  7  

 

It is important to note that some reducers still fly a lot, but are reducing from higher levels. The 

non-reducers are diverse; some are frequent or average flyers who have no plans to change, 

while at least two have started thinking about reducing. Some of them fly less than some of the 

reducers – the decision and tendency to reduce were decisive in the categorization, not the 

annual number of flights. For more information about the participants, see Appendix 5.  
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Table 2: Characteristics of interviewees  

Quitter              Reducer    Non-reducer 

Pseudonym Age Gender Place of residence Occupation Category 

Ida 28 F Town, South Sweden Student Quitter 
Stina 38 F Stockholm Social worker  Quitter 
Jörgen 50 M Town, middle Sweden Tractor driver Quitter 
Frank 36 M Village, middle Sweden Forester  Quitter 
Hans 61 M Town, West Sweden Sustainability consultant  Quitter 
Kerstin 61 F Town, middle Sweden Healthcare officer (on sick leave) Quitter 
David 47 M Stockholm Communications officer Quitter 
John 44 M Village, South Sweden Musician Quitter 
Barbro 68 F Town, West Sweden Retired researcher  Quitter 
Jakob 52 M Town, middle Sweden City planner Quitter 

Olof 30 M Town, West Sweden Political officer/politician Reducer 
Johannes 30 M Town, South Sweden University official   Reducer 
Julia 41 F Stockholm Energy consultant (self-employed) Reducer 

Lotta 32 F Village, West Sweden Social worker (on parental leave) Reducer 
Sara 45 F Town, North Sweden Project manager, engineer Reducer 
Sixten 41 M Stockholm IT consultant Reducer 
Max 30 M Town, South Sweden Web developer Reducer 
Kristian 44 M Stockholm Media consultant (self-employed) Reducer 
Malin 55 F Town, West Sweden Journalist (self-employed)  Reducer* 
Diana 41 F Stockholm Teacher Non-reducer** 
Jan-Erik 72 M Stockholm Retired financial manager Non-reducer** 
Annelie 42 F Stockholm Journalist, manager Non-reducer 
Henrik 42 M Stockholm Purchaser of IT systems Non-reducer 
Staffan 32 M Stockholm Researcher  Non-reducer 
Siv 66 F Village, middle Sweden Retired occupational therapist Non-reducer 
Niklas 35 M Town, North Sweden Pedagogue  Non-reducer 

 
*Has more flights 2017 than 2016 but replaced several international flights with train.  
**Considering to reduce.  

 

Based on my observations of the Facebook groups and by following the media discussion, I 

consider the quitters/reducers fairly representative for Swedes who quit or reduce flying for 

climate reasons. This is supported by the observation that the last interviews with 

quitters/reducers did not provide many new insights. I make no claims that my small sample of 

non-reducers is representative of Swedish travelers over all. Still, these interviewees provided 

useful insights about barriers and potential incentives for air travel reduction.   

Analysis of interview data  

All interviews were transcribed verbatim. A few interviews contained less relevant parts, such 

as lengthy background information, which were omitted from the transcripts. When selected 

quotes were later translated to English, repetitions and unfinished sentences were omitted to 

improve readability. 
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A qualitative thematic analysis was performed following Braun and Clarke (2006) and Boyatzis 

(1998). All interviews were read multiple times. A first inductive coding was performed where 

three transcripts from each group was condensed to summaries and coded (Boyatzis 1998). This 

initial code was used as a starting point for coding all interviews using the software NVivo 11. 

In order to fit the broad and open-ended research questions, and not miss previously unreported 

incentives or barriers to air travel reduction, a bottom-up approach was used to generate an 

extensive list of codes (such as “nice experience with train” or “unclear knowledge of climate 

change”) strongly linked to the data. New codes were added continuously as I tried to stay open-

minded during the coding of every transcript.  

In a second stage central themes were identified through sorting and combining the codes into 

themes and subthemes. This phase was more deductive as themes and subthemes were related 

to research questions and theory. For example, all factors acting as incentives or barriers were 

grouped as belonging to the personal or political spheres.  

In the search for themes related to the process of change, a pattern emerged that shows 

similarities with the concept of tipping points which may be part of transformations in social 

and social-ecological systems, linked systems of people and nature (Walker and Salt 2012). 

While transformations can be slow and gradual, tipping points refers to more abrupt shifts. A 

social tipping point has been defined as a point at which small quantitative changes triggers a 

nonlinear change in the social component of the system, driven by a self-reinforcing positive 

feedback mechanism (Milkoreit et al, 2018). The change can be caused by slow variables 

eroding the threshold and fast variables pushing the shift (Walker and Salt 2012). In this thesis 

a personal tipping point refers to a non-linear shift in individual mindset and behavior. The 

concepts feedbacks, fast and slow variables were also used as codes.  

For a comprehensive coding structure, see Appendix 6 and 7.   
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RESULTS 

In this section results and interpretations will be presented, starting with an overview of 

incentives and barriers to air travel reduction. Factors related to knowledge and emotions 

connected to climate change (CC) stand out as incentives triggering behavioral change and will 

be described in more detail with representative quotes, then other incentives and barriers and 

the relations between them will be presented. Lastly, it will be unfolded how the behavioral 

change typically plays out over time and the phases and components of this process.  

Incentives and barriers to air travel reduction  

The interviews revealed a large number of themes related to incentives and barriers. They are 

mapped out in figure 2 and summarized in table 3. Almost all incentives can be placed in the 

personal sphere, while barriers are abundant both in the personal and the political spheres. The 

incentives identified in the political sphere are mainly potential incentives, factors that the 

interviewees think would influence their (and others’) travel decisions if they were in place.  

 

Figure 2. Incentives (green) to reduce flying are mainly identified in the personal sphere, while barriers (red) are 
found both in the personal and the political spheres. Some variables cross the spheres, i.e. “lack of time”. O’Brien 
and Sygna (2013) place social and cultural systems in the political sphere, and beliefs and values in the personal 
sphere. Social factors are thus placed at the interface between the spheres. Perceptions of a dysfunctional train 
system belong to the personal sphere – while the infrastructure per se to the political sphere. 
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Table 3: Factors influencing air travel reduction 

         Examples of themes (incentives or barriers)* 

IN
C

EN
TI

V
ES

  

IN
 P

ER
SO

N
A

L 
SP

H
ER

E
 

KNOWLEDGE  
& EMOTIONS 

CONNECTED TO CC 

- Internalized knowledge of CC 

- Knowledge of aviation’s impact 

- Negative emotions connected to flying and climate change: 
anxiety, guilt, concern for children, frustration with society  
and others 

BELIEFS & VALUES 
- Individual responsibility is important, I have a moral  

obligation to act 

- Behavior is more important than technological solutions 

POSITIVE 
INCENTIVES 

- Feeling better acting, doing something concrete to reduce 
emissions, being able to influence others 

- Feeling social support (from friends, family, employer) 

- Appreciating alternatives to flying 

B
A

R
R

IE
R

S 
IN

  

P
ER

SO
N

A
L 

SP
H

ER
E 

KNOWLEDGE  
& PERCEPTIONS  

OF CC 

- CC is distant and abstract – parallel realities 

- Unclear knowledge of CC 

BELIEFS & VALUES 

- Flying is valuable (for me as a person and for the world)  

- My flights are justified, flying is necessary 

- Flying is a habit or addiction 

- Society or others have the main responsibility to reduce emissions 

- Technology is more important than behavior 

- It’s useless or ridiculous to reduce when others are flying 

PRACTICAL 
ASPECTS 

- Flying is effortless, convenient 

- Negative attitudes to alternative travel modes, the train system is 
dysfunctional 

- Lack of time  

- Family situation supports flying, the double role of children 

B
A

R
R

IE
R

S 
IN

 

P
O

LI
TI

C
A

L 
SP

H
ER

E
 

SYSTEMS & 
STRUCTURES 

 

- Lack of support from society to reduce flying 

- Infrastructure, time and economy support flying 

- Lack of attractive alternatives 

- Flying is part of social practices and work 

- Social norms, status, peer pressure and media support flying 

(P
O

TE
N

TI
A

L)
 IN

C
EN

TI
V

ES
 

IN
 P

O
LI

TI
C

A
L 

SP
H

ER
E 

 

SYSTEMS & 
STRUCTURES 

- “Green rhetoric” from politicians 

- Support from certain employers with a sustainability agenda  

- More attractive and price worthy alternatives, more and better 
trains, convenient booking systems for trains, marketing of 
holidays closer to home (POTENTIAL) 

- policy interventions: strong economic incentives, regulations, 
climate information e.g. in marketing of travels (POTENTIAL) 

- Change of social norms: If flying was regarded as something 
negative people would fly less (POTENTIAL)  

*For a comprehensive list of codes/themes and additional example quotes, see Appendix 6.  
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Knowledge and emotions connected to climate change  

15 out of 19 quitters/reducers state that climate change is the main reason that they restrict 

flying. This high number was expected as the sampling was targeting people who reduce 

because of climate change and not infrequent flyers in general. For the remaining four, climate 

change is an important factor but other significant causes are also mentioned, e.g. fear of flying 

or a deep interest for train travelling.  

All interviewees are aware of the connection between aviation and climate impacts. This was 

also inherent in the study design as the interviewees were informed already when recruited that 

this was the topic for the interviews. However, certain differences between the groups were 

identified, which can partly explain the act to reduce or not reduce flying.  

Almost all quitters/reducers express deep concern for the future and describe the situation as 

“extremely worrying” or “damn serious”, and most of them are pessimistic about the possibility 

to keep global warming below 2 degrees Celsius.  

“To be completely honest [...] my general feeling is that it’s over. [...] It has gone too 

far. [...] What I wonder is, it sounds negative but… Rockström and those who say ‘we 

can make it!’, do they really believe it?” Julia, reducer 

The majority of quitters and reducers give a dark picture of the future: Global warming will 

make parts of the world inhabitable, food production will decrease and starvation will drive 

refugees towards parts of the world that may be less hard hit. This will create political and social 

tensions, and war - “Armageddon” as Julia describes it.  

The impacts on humans are more prominent in the respondents’ narratives than impacts on 

environment.  

“I really like nature. But it’s not nature that is the reason I stop flying, it is rather 

humans. [...] If some fish die it’s negligible in comparison to a world war because 

people don’t have water.” David, quitter  

Closely connected to this concern about people is a sense of injustice, and of bad conscience 

that the already poor and vulnerable will be the hardest stricken. 

Many of the reducers and quitters describe emotional impacts caused by their perceptions of 

climate change, from moderate “it doesn’t feel good” to “anxiety” and “panic”.   

“I have this cruel climate anxiety. Terrible climate anxiety! And I have transmitted it 

to my children, so they don’t think they will become adults [...] I try to show that 
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there are a lot of positive things going on as well, but I am terrified myself.”  

Sara, reducer 

A minority, however, say that their moods are not affected. 

“No, I’m sure there will be problems but I don’t worry about it. It’s like, what can I do 

about it? More than reducing flying? At one point I will die, I don’t worry about that 

either, it’s more like that.” Max, reducer 

 

Parallel realities versus internalized knowledge 

Some interviewees are well informed about air travels’ relative contribution to their individual 

carbon footprint and to GHGs globally, whereas others, in all groups, have hazy perceptions of 

the impacts and refer to them simply as “big”. Some quitters/reducers refer to the measuring of 

the individual footprint and seeing the large contribution of air travel as a tipping point. On the 

other hand, also three non-reducers have made this kind of test and have not changed behavior. 

Niklas, who just bought a house in Thailand, would not consider taking the test as it would 

probably make him feel bad.  

While reducers and quitters have a high sense of urgency and much knowledge about climate 

change in general, this varies more in the non-reducer group. Some are as well informed as the 

reducers/quitters, others have more fuzzy perceptions and refer to climate change as something 

happening in the Arctic, or that it might be caused by natural cycles. While most non-reducers 

are concerned with sustainability issues, some simultaneously express that rising temperatures 

may not have so serious effects, at least not in Sweden.  

Annelie, who is well informed about the risks, is herself puzzled why she is not changing 

behavior, and suspects that it is because she does not feel threatened. She describes a notion of 

parallel realities that is seen in several interviews with non-reducers: 

“You can be horrified by the reports showing how bad it is and how soon we must 

change everything to save something. And on the other hand, life just rolls on. Like if 

these reports almost live in some parallel universe.” Annelie, non-reducer    

In contrast to this perception of climate change as something abstract and distant, the reducers 

and quitters have a more internalized notion of it. For them the cumulating knowledge of 

climate change over the years has “sunken in”, “been digested” or “taken into the body”.   
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“You can’t go around being depressed all the time [...] then you wouldn’t be able to 

live. But it is there in the back of the head all the time.” John, quitter 

“Climate is often the first thing I think of in the morning.” Kristian, reducer  

Several quitters/reducers speak of climate change as something that will affect them during 

their lifetime, or at least their children. Global warming will affect “us” – not only “them”, far 

away.  

“We only have one planet to live on. We have nowhere else to go.” Lotta, reducer 

A few interviewees have internalized knowledge and concern to the point that they are 

concretely preparing for a bleak future. Sara, an engineer, has bought a small farm and is 

learning to grow vegetables to be able to provide food for her children. Jakob, a city planner 

working with climate adaptation, is “almost beyond giving up”: 

“We have almost a backup-plan, we could move to the cottage [...] there we can 

grow food and get firewood in the forest”. Jakob, quitter 

 

The double role of children 

Many reducers/quitters mention concern for the future of their children as an important 

incentive to reduce flying.  

“Since I got a child it became even more apparent. I almost panic thinking of how [...] 

will she manage in the world if it goes on like this? Will she even have reasonable 

chances to get a good life? [...] It’s causing incredibly much anxiety thinking of how 

little you can do yourself.” Stina, quitter  

However, children and family situation can also be a barrier to reducing flying. Particularly 

interviewees who travel for work describe a difficult trade-off when considering other travel 

modes. The extra time it would take is time taken from family life:  

”Every day that I am not present at home is a considerable cost. There is only a 

limited number of days that I can reasonably be away from home without being too 

much of a burden.” Kristian, reducer 

Having family members living abroad is another barrier. Siv’s husband is from Spain, and they 

often travel to children and grandchildren. She does not consider reducing flying as a realistic 

option. The researcher Staffan illustrates a life that would not be possible without flying, as his 

partner has been offered a research position in the US:  
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“I have an employment here that I can’t, or won’t, give up, and I can’t work from over 

there all the time. So probably I’ll live here, and my partner will go to the US and do 

her research for a few years, and our son will travel a bit between us.”  

Staffan, non-reducer 

 

Political versus individual responsibility  

Virtually all interviewees hold the opinion that society – the state, organizations and politicians 

at all levels – bears the heaviest responsibility for reducing emissions. Comments like 

“structural issues have to be handled on a structural level” (Ida, quitter), and “I am really fed 

up with the idea that everything is up to the individuals” (Malin, reducer) are common also 

among those who do change behavior. 

The majority, from all groups, express that individuals also have a responsibility for their travel 

choices. However, this responsibility is bounded. Given that it is cheap and easy to fly, that it 

is the norm and part of many practices, most interviewees think that people cannot be expected 

to reduce flying without economical or regulatory incentives. The non-reducer Staffan is 

outspokenly negative to individual reduction of air travel: 

“If it is a societal problem, it has to be regulated on a societal level.  

It can’t be up to ordinary people to decide this. So that’s a bit the reason, I guess,  

why I don’t do it [reduce].” 

Reflecting on individuals who reduce flying, he expresses pity:  

“I think it should not punish them, as individuals [...] to some extent, as a kind of 

protest, I would continue to fly, if it’s the cheapest alternative, to show that it [...] has 

to be regulated.” Staffan, non-reducer 

There is a general agreement that individual reductions have little effect in terms of emissions. 

However many quitters/reducers express hope that individuals through their acts can influence 

others and motivate politicians to regulate or tax aviation, and stimulate other travel 

alternatives. Even if their behavior has no effect, they feel a moral obligation to act: 

“You can’t just shrug your shoulders and go on doing wrong. How can you live with 

yourself then? And then I think, if more people actually do something it will influence 

others.” Stina, quitter  
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Technology versus behavior 

Even if most interviewees are hoping for new, sustainable technologies for aviation, almost all 

quitters/reducers believe that this will not be sufficient in the near future. Given the perceived 

sense of urgency, they regard behavioral change as a necessity: 

”If we would run all aircrafts on biofuel the world would starve [...] There will be so 

much competition for biomass, so we can’t use it for aviation. We must fly less,  

that’s it.” Hans, quitter 

Also the non-reducers acknowledge the challenges for technical solutions. However, some of 

them put more hope in technology or think that the fuel industry has the main responsibility for 

reducing emissions. Several interviewees believe that behavioral change combined with 

economic incentives would stimulate a necessary development of technology. 

Lack of support from society 

The interviewees describe an almost complete lack of support from the political sphere to 

reduce air travel. Ironic laughter and comments like “zero” and “really not!” are representative 

reactions. Exceptions are a “green rhetoric” from politicians and some support from employers. 

The proposed passenger tax is seen as a step in the right direction, however far too low to be 

efficient. Many quitters/reducers feel that society is even working against them, and that they 

are viewed as troublesome or naïve.  

“There is nothing… else than a kind of stupid [...] ‘I will do the right thing!’ And then 

you do it right but you are just disadvantaged, because it takes more time, it’s more 

expensive, and it’s more hassle. There is no real benefit in acting like I do.”  

Frank, quitter 

Economy and time is perceived to steer the actions of most people, companies and society as a 

whole – a structural lock-in. However, frustration with political inaction works as an incentive 

to act. If society is doing nothing, and it is difficult to change society, the only remaining 

solution is to change yourself.  

“I am worried that there is no political will. We go on as long as we can, and then it 

goes to hell […] It’s a big frustration. Yes. And all I can do is to at least live somewhat 

decently. It’s not enough, I understand that. But I continue anyway.”  

Barbro, reducer 
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Practicalities, time and money 

Important barriers are the practical aspects of flying and other travel modes. Even if some 

dislike the feeling of being squeezed into a plane or spending time at airports, the interviewees 

describe flying as effortless; fast, cheap and convenient. 

“It’s so easy today, there is a little blip in your phone and then you’re suddenly 

allowed to fly [...] I guess it comes back to the laziness. It’s rather nice to just board 

the plane, and then – bam – you’re there.“ Henrik, non-reducer  

The train system, on the contrary, is described as dysfunctional with expensive tickets, delays 

and a lack of connections. The reducer Lotta has taken domestic flights as she do not trust the 

trains:  

“If you are going from Gothenburg to Stockholm, you have three hours with train and 

no changes. But it becomes six hours and three changes because something broke 

[...] or there is a leaf or something near the rails.” Lotta, reducer 

Complicated booking systems and few high speed and night trains make longer trips difficult. 

International train travelling is portrayed as a “special interest” or even an “action sport”. Some 

of the non-reducers have never even considered the possibility to avoid air travel outside the 

Nordic countries. In spite of the challenges with other travel modes, all interviewees express 

positive attitudes to travelling by train. It allow passengers to experience the changing 

landscape, take them directly to the city center, and provide more space to move. There is also 

a narrative opposing that time is a barrier; a lot of time is lost getting to and waiting at airports, 

while time spent on a train often is perceived as valuable for recreation, socializing or work. A 

better infrastructure, more attractive alternatives, and economic incentives to promote those are 

regarded as important potential incentives to reduce flying. Another upside of avoiding flying 

is that it opens up for discovering new places closer to home. 

The value of flying 

One of the most important barriers is that flying is valuable. Particularly the non-reducers 

emphasize that air travel is important for learning about the world, other cultures and people. It 

is interesting, exciting and provides variety in life. To get sun and warmth during the dark 

winter is highly valued by several. The notion of getting away is also prevalent.  

”To get away… yes, from everyday life with stress and pressure, and just be. Change 

environment. It is important to me at least. It’s not at all the same to go to a summer 

cottage here in Sweden, where it’s a lot of pressure [...] and you think you have to go 
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home and cut the grass [...] When you are over there [in Thailand], that’s not 

possible.” Niklas, non-reducer 

While non-reducers describe it as a big sacrifice to restrict flying, quitters often mention that it 

is not – at least not compared to the environmental drawbacks of flying. Many believe the 

enjoyment of travelling can be found closer to home, even if some misses the possibility to visit 

friends far away. This is an important issue for Max, a frequent flyer who recently started to 

reduce. Having an international working and social life, this is a big sacrifice. 

”If it wouldn’t have been one of the absolutely worst things I can do to, so to say, the 

happiness in my life, I wouldn’t have waited so long.” Max, reducer 

 

Flying is necessary, part of practices and supported by social norms  

Many non-reducers speak about flying in terms of necessity. Flying is needed to pursue a career, 

to see the grandchildren, or to reach an important distant destination.  

“When I fly it is necessary [...] Well, I can’t say it is necessary to fly to Thailand, it’s a 

choice that I make [...] but in the kind of life that I have chosen to live, I use aircraft 

when it’s necessary.” Niklas, non-reducer 

Several interviewees describe difficulties in breaking free from systems and structures in a 

society built on the presumption that flying is normal and part of a number of practices. Henrik 

and Max, who fly often, describe it as “taking the subway” or “brushing teeth”. For them, flying 

is an integral part of work. 

Air travel is also built into other structures. For the musician John it is easier to get grants to go 

touring in other parts of the world than to get financial support when playing in Sweden. Jan-

Erik describes a visit to a fair for pensioners where most of the exhibition turned out to be about 

travelling:  

“It was all about distant destinations. Cruises… yes, the whole fair was targeting 

seniors with good health, economy and plenty of time. And what is more natural than 

spending it on travels? [...] I think it’s a very important driver [...] Everybody else does 

it.” Jan-Erik, non-reducer 

Both for vacation and work, travelling has become synonymous with flying.  

“It is still totally implicit that you [...] will fly: ‘Here are your booking numbers!’ You’re 

not even asked the question.” Sixten, reducer  
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The process of reducing air travel  

The following results are based on the interviews with the 19 interviewees who have reduced 

air travelling. Six themes and a number of subthemes (in italics) related to the process of 

reducing flying were identified (table 4). The themes describe phases and components of the 

process, as is shown in figure 3. 

Table 4: Themes related to the process of reducing air travel  

Themes Subthemes 

Slow variables eroding inertia - Environmental commitment 
- Growing knowledge of climate change 
- Negative emotions connected to flying 

Tipping - Seeing clearly 
- Decision, pledge, statement to reduce flying 

Struggling and learning to overcome barriers - Breaking habits, getting used, learning 
- Negotiation, inner struggle, exceptions 

New, positive feedbacks  - Feeling better acting, doing something concrete 
- Finding support, influencing others 
- Appreciating new habits 

Change of worldviews, values, new priorities - What is possible/desirable 
- Perceptions of time and travelling 

Conditions supporting change  

 

Slow variables eroding inertia  

Many quitters/reducers describe factors that influenced them during a longer period of time, 

and which eventually lead to a decision to reduce flying. Most perceive themselves as 

environmentally committed, often since childhood. Interviewees mention the Kyoto agreement 

in 1997 and the IPCC report that received substantial media attention in 2007 as important for 

their awareness of climate change. Four of the quitters took the decision to reduce during this 

decade. Many report a growing knowledge about climate change, via general media but also 

through education; more than half are working with or have studied sustainability related issues. 

For example, Frank decided to limit his flights to once every decade during his forestry studies, 

after a period of frequent travelling.  

”The more I read, and climate research got going around the turn of the millennium, 

 I grew more and more sceptic [to flying]. So, about ten years ago I decided that I’m 

probably done with travelling [by plane].” Frank, quitter 
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A growing awareness of the connection between flying and climate change results in rising 

negative emotions connected to flying. These emotions are often expressed in terms of cognitive 

dissonance as most continued to fly for some time, at odds with their values, before reducing. 

”The decision had been cooking for quite a while [...] when I got more and more 

insights into the consequences I started to feel a bit bad when I did it [...] The insights 

increase – the  mental nausea increases.” Hans, quitter 

Some describe how they for some time tried to justify their flights: 

“I think I already 15 years ago felt that it was wrong to fly, but I did it anyway. [...] 

But as I did it rarely I still thought that […] yes, but I eat a lot of vegetarian, I live in a 

flat [...] so then it doesn’t matter if I fly a bit.”   

Stina, quitter 

The musician John describes the common notion of flying being part of practices, in his case 

work, before he decided not to tour to more distant places than he can reach by train. 

”It was such an integrated part of work [...] so to start with I thought that yes, yes but 

that’s how it is for me [...]. I’ll have to compensate by being good at other things.”  

John, quitter 

 

 

FIGURE 3. Blue arrows and green balls represent the phases and components of the process of 
transforming travel behavior, showing how this process typically plays out over time. Orange arrows  
show how the process is counteracted by various barriers.   
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Tipping towards more sustainable habits 

More than half of the quitters/reducers speak about a point in time or an event that can be 

described as a tipping point, and which leads to a decision to change behavior. In many cases 

it is the growing cognitive dissonance that needs to be solved. Often a journey is the trigger for 

this personal tipping. In Ida’s case, a stay in Japan where she studied organic farming was 

decisive.  

“The mask fell, sort of, I couldn’t… No, it became too embarrassing to continue to fly 

[...] it felt paradoxical to have emitted such an amount of greenhouse gasses and 

then… yes, when you are the kind of person who is engaged in these issues and 

should know better. So it was probably there that my climate conscience had enough, 

so to say.” Ida, quitter 

In other cases a positive travel experience with train worked as a push towards the decision to 

reduce flying. For Kerstin the tipping occurred when she tried Interrail for the first time. 

“It was enormously fun. I thought I have found ‘my thing’, kind of. To travel. And 

there, I decided that I won’t fly anymore. It was the same year as the elections and 

the most important issue for me was the environment. And then I felt that no, I quit 

flying. This, I have found my thing and it is good for the climate.” Kerstin, quitter 

The cause for the shift is often multifactorial. Kerstin had for a long time been afraid of flying 

and simultaneously environmentally concerned. David reached a tipping point after a cheap 

weekend flight in 2007. Just upon returning he went to an art exhibition were a documentary 

about climate change and the psychological mechanisms of denial “punctured his defense”.  He 

felt a need to act, and measured his carbon footprint which revealed the impact of his flights.  

“It stood out, it was like 90 percent of my emissions. So I felt that if I am going to do 

something, I have to cut it out. So then I decided that now it is enough.”   

David, quitter 

Measuring the own carbon footprint and seeing the impact of aviation was decisive for several 

respondents, and is part of the subtheme seeing clearly. John describes how knowledge about 

the climate footprint of flying makes it “difficult to get back to some kind of innocent attitude”.  

Struggling and learning to overcome barriers 

The third phase of the process of change is one of struggle and learning. From this phase on, a 

difference emerges between reducers and quitters. Firstly, the quitters make a more drastic 

commitment not to fly, or at the most every 5th year, while the reducers are more pragmatic, 

e.g. reduce flying for work, or stop flying for vacation but still fly for professional purposes. 
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Secondly, external and personal conditions and perceived possibilities for drastic reductions 

sometimes differ between individuals in the two groups (see p 31).    

Several informants describe the challenges of breaking habits: 

“Somehow you want to go on travelling [by plane] but then you just have to decide 

that no, you won’t. And there is a period when breaking those patterns is a bit messy. 

I remember there were a lot of stag parties at the time [...] and it was a bit like if I 

didn’t join [a party in Berlin], I didn’t prioritize that friend.” Frank, quitter 

This choice was more difficult at the time, when the decision was not “100% anchored” within 

himself. Before getting used to flying less, some compare flying to an addiction similar to the 

urge for a cigarette that arises in particular situations. 

This phase is also a period for learning to travel in new ways: How to book and plan an 

international train journey, how to find tickets that are affordable? Several interviewees also 

describe an inner struggle. Julia, working with international cooperation within the renewable 

energy sector, is constantly negotiating: Is the flight worth it? To motivate her journeys, she 

feels that she needs to do a really good job, which causes considerable stress. The politician 

Olof, who has flown often for EU related work, describes a similar feeling: 

“The reason I have been able to motivate myself is that it has been a lot related to 

environment and climate issues [...] but I always feel like [...] God, Olof, you are 

supposed to be an environmentalist! […] I hope my contribution will give a minus on 

some other carbon account.” Olof, reducer 

Some of the quitters have made exceptions when a journey was perceived as important. The 

forester Frank recently took the opportunity to visit a unique forest in a distant part of Russia.  

“We couldn’t say no, we have to pull out our 10-year card. [...] I have this inner 

debate, kind of, because it is, that knowledge is very good [...] It was worth taking a 

relapse.” Frank, quitter 

 

Positive feedbacks – feeling better acting 

Many informants, particularly quitters, describe a satisfaction with their pledges; “I feel it’s a 

totally right decision” (Stina). The notion of feeling better acting is expressed by many: “It feels 

very good for my part, my own conscience” (Frank), “You can’t point at me and say it’s my 
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fault then” (Jörgen). Reducing flying is a way to do something concrete, decreasing the 

individual carbon footprint substantially. 

Some find strength and hope in trying to do something about the situation:  

“There is a lot of talk about climate anxiety, but I have more of climate anger. [...] 

I think anxiety can only create confusion and hopelessness, but anger makes me want 

to do something, I get energy. [...] I feel commitment to what I do, and I imagine that 

I can influence other people and then I experience a sense of meaning.” Hans, quitter 

The interviewees also describe how they start to appreciate their new habits. Sara, who reduces 

flying because of climate anxiety also notes that the choice, driven by negative emotions, has 

upsides. She likes the slower pace of travelling by train. Similarly, Johannes likes it more and 

more:   

“Now that I have done it for a year, really been fighting to get rid of as many flights 

as possible [...] I have had time to travel a lot by train and noticed how much I like it.” 

Johannes, reducer 

Another subtheme is of social character; finding support and influencing others. Many 

quitters/reducers express feelings of being different and alone, that others perceive their 

decision as strange or even ridiculous. However, almost all mention the Facebook groups were 

they were recruited as platforms to meet like-minded that are hard to find in every-day-life.  

”I feel a bit less weird when I am in these groups [...] in those contexts I am normal, 

and that is really nice.” Hans, quitter 

Finding these supportive contexts acts as a positive feedback to stick to the decision.  

Several interviewees express a drive to influence others in a more sustainable direction. This is 

described as a difficult task, it is a sensitive topic to criticize other’s lifestyles. Many have 

developed a strategy of being non-judgmental, instead acting as good examples by showing that 

it is possible to live a good flight free life. Sometimes it pays off – making the decision worth 

pursuing.  

”Someone wrote that she was going to a conference with work [...] and that she had 

persuaded everyone to take the train. And she said it was thanks to me! So that was 

really fun, because then you can feel that someone has changed.” Malin, reducer  
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Worldviews and new priorities 

Reducing flying is perceived as a way to live more in accordance to previously held values. 

Even if fundamental changes of values do not occur during the process of transformation, 

adjustments of priorities and worldviews appear. The choice not to fly, or fly less, impacts the 

perception of what is possible or reachable. Hans describes it as “closing the hatch” to the 

possibilities that are offered by flying. Like several others, he does not see this as a sacrifice, 

because his notion of what is desirable has changed. Now that he has abstained flying for more 

than ten years, he could – according to his own pledge – take a flight anywhere, but he does not 

want to. The marketing of cheap flights gives him nausea instead of urge to fly.  

Several interviewees find it “absurd” that it is possible to travel as much and far as many do 

today:  

“I think the whole attitude [...] that the whole world lays open and you can go 

anywhere, just dig in! It’s pretty absurd, it’s a small historical parenthesis.”  

Stina, quitter 

A less accessible world makes travelling even more interesting, some interviewees claim:  

”Even if the destinations are not as exotic the journey is more of an adventure. You 

get to be a bit creative, where can you go that’s exciting? [...] Moldova or 

something… No one goes there – but I can go there with train”. David, quitter 

These are two examples of several relating to the subtheme perceptions of travelling and time. 

Many describe how they appreciate the journey as a goal in itself when travelling by train. 

Letting travelling take time is viewed as part of a less stressful life. Several interviewees 

question the motivations for long travels – and call for reflection on what is important in life.  

”Another kind of thinking is needed [...] Maybe you should look where the happiness 

is? Is it really on Malta? Is it in Hurghada?” Jörgen, quitter  

 

Conditions supporting change  

The interview data indicate several practical conditions underpinning a life with few flights. 

For example, only one of the quitters needs to travel regularly for work. In the reducer group, 

several are more depending on professional travels – a lock-in that often causes considerable 

stress. The three interviewees who have been able to reduce professional flying have support 

from their employers.  

A number of interviewees have started reducing flying during a period in life when 
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opportunities to travel were limited, e.g. when having small children. Other supporting 

conditions are interests such as hiking in the Nordic countries or having access to a summer 

cottage.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The interviews provide a rich narrative of reducing flying as going against the grain, breaking 

norms and fighting structures and systems – while ultimately also providing positive 

experiences. This behavioral change can be described as a process with different phases where 

internalized knowledge and emotions connected to climate change and flying are important 

incentives. These are acting as slow variables which lead to a tipping point where quitters and 

reducers make a decision to decrease flying. The change is supported by a number of auxiliary 

incentives, mainly in the personal sphere, but counteracted by barriers in both personal and 

political spheres.  

While earlier studies have shown that climate concern is not enough for most people to reduce 

air travelling (e.g. Higham, Reis and Cohen 2016, Büchs 2016), this thesis deepens the insights 

in the cognitive and emotional involvement in climate change for those who do. An important 

finding is that many quitters/reducers have internalized the knowledge of climate change and 

connected the topic to emotions and personal life, which trigger action. How this internalization 

occurs is not clear, but a long-standing commitment to environmental issues seems important. 

This commitment has in many cases led to growing knowledge and consequently growing 

negative emotions connected to flying. Better understanding of how such internalization could 

emerge in more people is crucial, as discussed further below.   

This study confirms many findings from earlier research, e.g. that flying is the norm and part 

many social practices (Randles and Mander 2009) and therefore hard to separate from e.g. 

vacation and work. Furthermore, the interviewees solve cognitive dissonance in different ways; 

while quitters cut out flying from their lives, non-reducers choose the more common solution 

of finding various justifications for their flights, which supports the results from McDonald 

(2015). Büchs’ (2016) findings that people who reduce feel a moral obligation to do so 

regardless of the effect on emissions, while “continuers” claim that they need to fly, are also 

supported.   

Compared to earlier research, the analysis through the Three Spheres of Transformation 

provides a more holistic explanation of air travel behavior, taking into account both personal 

values and beliefs, as well as societal factors. The interviewees describe a number of practices, 

systems and structures that make it hard to limit flying even for those who have strong personal 
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incentives to do so. For each person, to reduce flying or not depends on an individual set of 

incentives and barriers, resulting in an individual behavior as shown in figures 4a-c: 

 

FIGURE 4a. A typical set of barriers and incentives to reduce flying, for a non-reducer. The barriers in the personal 
and political (societal barriers) spheres are overriding the weak incentives.  

 

 

FIGURE 4b. For a typical reducer, the personal incentives to reduce are strong but particularly the societal 
barriers are difficult to overcome.  
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FIGURE 4c. Quitters have strong personal incentives to reduce flying, and are typically less entangled in systems 
and structures in the political sphere or have succeeded to break out from them.  

 

Implications for policy and climate communication 

Importantly, the interviews reveal few incentives originating in the political sphere. However, 

considering the dangers of climate change, policymakers should be strongly motivated to 

implement potent policies to mitigate air travel. Societal transformation can occur forced and 

unplanned, and in such cases often with considerable undesirable effects (Walker and Salt 

2012). Potentially, a forced transformation of the transport system could be unleashed if global 

warming continues, and a subsequent collapse of social-ecological and economical systems 

leads to plunging demand for air travel. On the other hand, a controlled transformation including 

technological innovation and prompt reduction of air travel could help reduce the adverse 

effects.  

Although policy instruments were not the main focus for this study, the interviews reveal a 

number of potential incentives for air travel reduction that could be set up in the political sphere. 

More expensive flights and various regulations are seen as the most powerful tools. However, 

high prices are also perceived as unfair, making travelling affordable only for the rich. 

Therefore attractive and priceworthy alternatives to flying are called for. 

The importance of internalized knowledge shown in this study highlights the need for improved 

climate communication and education (Ojala 2015; Moser 2016; Plutzer et al. 2016; Wynes and 

Nicholas 2017). Even some of the reducers/quitters were uncertain about the exact impacts of 
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aviation, which indicates that less interested Swedes are even more unaware. Thus, easily 

accessible information of a flight’s climate impact, and a comparison to other travel alternatives 

is needed. However, to induce action, knowing the facts is not enough. Also emotions play a 

substantive role. The incentivizing emotions are predominantly negative: anxiety for the future, 

guilt, and concern for one’s own children. This seems contradictory to research suggesting that 

negative emotions passivize and that positive visions trigger action (e.g. Stoknes 2015; Bennett 

et al. 2016). Even if some interviewees did appreciate train travelling already before cutting 

down on flying, this was in most cases not the main cause for their decision. However, positive 

emotions often appear after the behavioral change, acting as reinforcing feedbacks. Reducing 

flying brings relief from anxiety and the alternative ways of travelling are appreciated. Making 

a concrete change provides a possibility to break out from a society one is frustrated with, a 

relief from collective climate guilt one does not want to be part of. Accordingly, the highest 

level of anxiety was expressed by some interviewees who were highly motivated to reduce 

while simultaneously stuck in e.g. a professional situation that requires flying.  

This raises questions about how communication aiming at reducing individual climate impact 

should be designed. On one hand, it is actually doomsday scenarios – particularly the impact 

on humans – that loom in the back of the heads of reducers and that trigger action. On the other 

hand, it may be that the non-reducers are blocking out the same messages and keep them 

disconnected from their personal lives (Norgaard 2011, Stoknes 2015). For those people, 

attractive travel alternatives and economic incentives appear more efficient. 

New perceptions of what kind of travelling is desirable, and how much, could be another 

important driver for a broader transformation of travel behavior. Here, quitters/reducers may 

play a role as moral entrepreneurs (Antadze and McGowan 2017) working to change norms and 

values in society. If many frequent flyers would be influenced to reduce flying, it would have 

larger impact on emissions than a few people quitting totally. The quitters, however, may act 

as forerunners showing that a good flight-free life is possible. The debate in Swedish media 

during 2018 (Appendix 2) shows that individual reducers/quitters with influential positions, 

such as celebrities and columnists with powerful media platforms, can spark cascading effects 

and possibly change social norms. It remains to be seen if this is reflected in the number of 

flights taken by Swedish citizens 2018.    
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Contribution, limitations and future research 

This thesis provides novel and policy relevant knowledge of individual transformation of air 

travel behavior, and of the drivers and barriers for such change. However, the study has 

limitations. The interviewees are few and most are well-educated middle class Swedes, which 

limits generalizability. The small sample size of non-reducers might be questioned, as the 

comparison between groups would have been better with more equal samples. However, the 

focus on people who change flying behavior is motivated by the lack of knowledge about this 

group. Another weakness may be the aim to give a holistic, comprehensive view on the 

phenomenon of air travel reduction, which limits the depth of the analysis.  

This study suggests that internalized awareness of climate change and growing negative 

emotions lead to a personal tipping point that triggers action. Accordingly, such internalization 

in more people could possibly cause voluntary behavioral change at a larger scale or at least 

increase acceptance for policy interventions aiming to reduce flying. Further research of how 

such internalization occurs, and the role of emotions, education and communication is needed. 

For example, a quantitative survey with population based samples would be valuable, to for 

example measure levels of knowledge and concern in relation to air travel behavior. How many 

are close to a tipping point, who are they and what incentives would motivate them to take the 

step towards behavioral change? A deeper analysis of the media debate about flying, the role 

of reducers/quitters as transformative agents, and their social media communities as niches or 

networks preparing for transformation (Moore et al. 2014) are other thought-provoking fields 

for future studies.  

To conclude, rational knowledge about the threats of climate change is essential but often not 

powerful enough to make people reduce flying. This study shows that an emotional involvement 

and internalization of this knowledge also is needed. However, not even internalized knowledge 

and a conviction that reducing flying is the right thing to do is sufficient to achieve drastic 

behavioral change for people who are too entangled in the knot of practices, habits, norms 

and structures promoting air travel. To achieve behavioral change at a larger scale – 

including those without strong personal incentives – more support is needed from the political 

sphere: e.g. economic incentives, better alternatives to air travel, and improved climate 

communication. 

The interviews with quitters and reducers reveal a process of change where growing knowledge 

and negative emotions connected to flying lead up to a tipping point where a decision is made. 
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This pattern could potentially be relevant not only for air travel reduction but for many kinds 

of environmentally significant behaviors. A deeper understanding of this phenomenon could be 

highly interesting for both researchers and policy makers aiming to contribute to a societal 

transformation to sustainability.  
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http://www.facebook.com/groups/Visomgillarattresa/


44 
 

APPENDIX 1 
Epistemological and methodological considerations 

 

Ontology and epistemology 

My ontological understanding of the natural world is one of critical realism (Moon and 

Blackman 2014). This means that I assume that there is an objective reality separate from 

human minds, e.g. that humans are part of nature and ultimately depending on functional 

ecosystems.   

When it comes to the social world, I am more inclined to a constructionist ontology and an 

epistemology of interpretivism (Bryman 2012). This implies that the nature of social 

phenomena, and how we view and understand them, depends on personal interpretations and is 

constructed in dialogue between researcher and study objects (Kvale and Brinkman 2014).  

This is why I base my study on qualitative, semi-structured lifeworld interviews with a 

phenomenological perspective, a salient approach to understand social phenomena based on the 

informants own understanding of their world (Kvale and Brinkmann 2014). Through the 

interviews I seek to inductively understand the reasons for reducing or not reducing air travel 

because of climate change, and the meaning of the informant’s narratives of why they travel as 

they do. The aim is to achieve a thick description, i.e. a rich and nuanced account of the 

phenomenon (Bryman 2012). A qualitative design is also suitable to study processes behind 

different social patterns. In the interviews the interviewees reflect upon on the “processes 

leading up to and following” (Bryman 2012, p. 402) the change of air travel behavior.  

 

Methodological challenges and lessons learned 

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) the interviewer should be open (naïve) to new and 

unexpected phenomena and not stick to prefabricated categories of interpretation schemes. On 

the same time, an interview guide is used in semi-structured interviews to reassure that the 

relevant themes are covered. I experienced some tension between developing and following an 

interview guide, and being free enough to let the informants’ narratives play out freely. 

Furthermore, it differed a lot between interviewees how much they could developed their 

answers. Interviewing the “non-reducers” was more difficult, both because they had often not 

considered these topics in depth before – and for ethical reasons. Talking about your own travel 
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habits, climate change, and the connection between the two may be stressful and evoke negative 

feelings. I experienced this during the first non-reducer interview – even if I had been careful 

in designing the interview guide and even if she assured that I had not been judgmental. This 

made me adjust the interview guide and the following interviews with non-reducers went more 

smoothly. However, this caution not to evoke negative feelings may have hindered us to go 

really deep into some issues.  

A positive experience was that the interviews sometimes created new insights for the informants 

– my questions sometimes made them realize relationships they had not previously been aware 

of. This made me realize the constructionist side of interviewing – that knowledge can be 

coproduced in the interview situation (Kvale and Brinkmann 2014). A number of interviewees 

also expressed positive feelings about having the opportunity to discuss the topic in depth – as 

many of them feel lonely with their thoughts and standpoints.   

Some issues regarding reliability and validity also arose during the course of the study. For 

example, interviewees could possibly exaggerate their air travel reduction or their commitment 

to environmental issues (as it might be suspected that a sustainability researcher from 

Stockholm Resilience Centre is wishing for). To minimize this bias I took care to be neutral 

and non-judgmental during the interviews. The questionnaire where the participants were asked 

to fill in all their flights was also used as a means (although not waterproof) to “measure” if 

they had really reduced air travel or not, to increase credibility (Bryman, 2012). 

Another challenge concerning reliability and validity arose during the coding of the interviews 

– would the data be coded and sorted into themes in the same way by another researcher? As a 

MSc student I did not have colleagues to discuss the material and coding with, which would 

have been a desirable way to check “internal reliability” (Bryman 2012:390). To increase 

consistency in the coding I instead went back several times and revised the coded material. In 

a last step, the quotes (with a contextual explanations) used in the paper were sent to the 

interviewees to make sure that I had understood them correctly.  
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APPENDIX 2 

The Swedish media debate about flying 
 

Shooting at a moving target  

During the course of my work with this thesis, a vivid debate about aviation, behavior change 

and individual responsibility took place in Swedish media. This debate actually changed the 

“landscape” where I recruited my participants.  

Already during 2017, flying and climate change had become a hot topic in the media– the 

number of articles about aviation and climate increased with 59 percent compared to 2016 

(Kilström Esscher 2018). During 2017 the public discussion mainly concerned the passenger 

tax proposed by the social democratic/green government, and opposed by the liberal and 

conservative parties.  

In June 2017 a debate article was published by the biggest Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter, 

where a number of well-known Swedes proclaimed that they had stopped flying because of 

climate concerns. Strong advocate for this position are the internationally acknowledged opera 

singer Malena Ernman and climate scientist Kevin Anderson (role models for several of my 

interviewees). However, it was only after I performed most of my interviews, in January 2018, 

that the debate skyrocketed. It was sparked by a number of columnists in national newspapers 

(starting in liberal Expressen) outing that they had started to reduce, or quit, flying because of 

climate change. These articles were followed by responses from the aviation industry and liberal 

and conservative politicians and commentators that argued that technical development is the 

solution – not behavior change. National radio and TV followed up on the discussion, as well 

as all the bigger newspapers. As a consequence, ministers and party leaders were interviewed 

and all members of parliament were surveyed about their stance (Stiernstedt 2018).  

In March, an opinion poll showed that the passenger tax (enacted in April) was supported by 

53% compared to 44% in 2018 (Kilberg and Rosén 2018). Another opinion poll suggested that 

an unexpectedly high number, 15 percent, of the respondents claim to abstain from flying on 

vacation (Stiernsted 2018a). Simultaneously, new statistics were published showing record 

numbers for international flights from Swedish airports (Trafikanalys 2018).  
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The media debate is also reflected in the Facebook groups where I recruited participants. Both 

received media attention and “I don’t fly – for the sake of the climate” grew from less than 500 

in November 2017 to approximately 1700 in March 2018. “Tågsemester” showed an even more 

remarkable growth, from around 2000 members in November to over 13 000 in March and 

close to 20 000 in May. 

When I performed the interviews many of the “reducers” and “quitters” expressed that they felt 

lonely in their decision to reduce aviation, that the topic was difficult to discuss with friends 

and family and that they were even regarded as ridiculous. As I collected their travel data with 

a web questionnaire in March, I included a question about the media debate – if they had noticed 

it, and if and how they were affected by it. The majority of the quitters/reducers expressed that 

the debate had given them new hope and strength to go on.  

An analysis of the media debate and its effects is unfortunately beyond the scope of this study, 

but it shows that individual reducers/quitters with influential positions (such as columnists with 

powerful media platforms) can spark cascading effects and possibly change social norms. It 

remains to be seen if this is reflected in the number of flights taken by Swedish citizens in 2018.    

A selection of links to articles published during the first months of the debate is listed below. 
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Selected articles 

Date Source Translated title Link 

2018-01-13 Expressen I am tired of showing 
my child a dying world 

https://www.expressen.se/kultur/jens-liljestrand/jag-
ar-trott-pa-att-visa-mitt-barn-en-doende-varld/ 

2018-01-14 Expressen/GT How could I not know 
this 

https://www.expressen.se/gt/kronikorer/julia-
mjornstedt-karlsten/hur-kunde-jag-inte-veta-detta/ 

2018-01-16 Expressen I see their travels and 
my jealousy has no 
limits 

https://www.expressen.se/kultur/isobel-hadley-
kamptz/jag-ser-deras-resor-och-min-avund-vet-inga-
granser/ 

2018-01-17 Expressen To stop flying is not 
enough to save the 
climate 

https://www.expressen.se/kultur/ide/att-sluta-flyga-
racker-inte-for-att-radda-klimatet/ 

2018-01-18 DN Why middle class long 
haul travelers don’t 
care about the climate 
threat 

https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/sofia-ulver-darfor-
struntar-medelklassens-langresenarer-i-klimathotet/ 

2018-01-19 DN Long haul has got 
competition from 
staycation 

https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/matilda-gustavsson-
langresan-har-fatt-statusmassig-konkurrens-av-att-
stanna-hemma/ 

2018-01-19 ETC New popular 
movement against air 
travel norm 

https://www.etc.se/inrikes/ny-folkrorelse-mot-
flygnormen 

2018-01-19 Sundsvalls 
Tidning 

More people must dare 
to be uncomfortable 
bores if we are to save 
the climate 

http://www.st.nu/opinion/ledare/sofia-mirjamsdotter-
fler-maste-vaga-vara-obekvama-trakmansar-om-vi-ska-
radda-klimatet 

2018-01-19 KIT Are you ashamed 
you’re flying? 

https://kit.se/2018/01/19/100656/skams-du-for-att-du-
flyger-nu-igen/ 

2018-01-20 DN The unbearable 
lightness of flying 

https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/jonas-mosskin-flygets-
olidliga-latthet/ 

2018-01-22 Expressen The world champion 
chose not to fly – goes 
climate neutral 

https://www.expressen.se/nyheter/klimat/ 

varldsmastaren-valjer-bort-flyger-ska-bli-helt-fossilfri 

2018-01-22 SvD We will fly at any cost – 
or? 

https://www.svd.se/flyga-ska-vi-till-varje-pris--eller 

2018-01-22 SvD It must be more 
expensive to fly – for 
the sake of the climate 

https://www.svd.se/klimatet-det-gar-at-valdigt-fel-hall-
i-flygsektorn 

2018-01-23 SvD The middle class debate 
about flight refusal 
smells of contempt 

https://www.svd.se/medelklassens-debatt-om-
flygvagran-osar-av-forakt 

 

https://www.expressen.se/kultur/jens-liljestrand/jag-ar-trott-pa-att-visa-mitt-barn-en-doende-varld/
https://www.expressen.se/kultur/jens-liljestrand/jag-ar-trott-pa-att-visa-mitt-barn-en-doende-varld/
https://www.expressen.se/gt/kronikorer/julia-mjornstedt-karlsten/hur-kunde-jag-inte-veta-detta/
https://www.expressen.se/gt/kronikorer/julia-mjornstedt-karlsten/hur-kunde-jag-inte-veta-detta/
https://www.expressen.se/kultur/isobel-hadley-kamptz/jag-ser-deras-resor-och-min-avund-vet-inga-granser/
https://www.expressen.se/kultur/isobel-hadley-kamptz/jag-ser-deras-resor-och-min-avund-vet-inga-granser/
https://www.expressen.se/kultur/isobel-hadley-kamptz/jag-ser-deras-resor-och-min-avund-vet-inga-granser/
https://www.expressen.se/kultur/ide/att-sluta-flyga-racker-inte-for-att-radda-klimatet/
https://www.expressen.se/kultur/ide/att-sluta-flyga-racker-inte-for-att-radda-klimatet/
https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/sofia-ulver-darfor-struntar-medelklassens-langresenarer-i-klimathotet/
https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/sofia-ulver-darfor-struntar-medelklassens-langresenarer-i-klimathotet/
https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/matilda-gustavsson-langresan-har-fatt-statusmassig-konkurrens-av-att-stanna-hemma/
https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/matilda-gustavsson-langresan-har-fatt-statusmassig-konkurrens-av-att-stanna-hemma/
https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/matilda-gustavsson-langresan-har-fatt-statusmassig-konkurrens-av-att-stanna-hemma/
https://www.etc.se/inrikes/ny-folkrorelse-mot-flygnormen
https://www.etc.se/inrikes/ny-folkrorelse-mot-flygnormen
http://www.st.nu/opinion/ledare/sofia-mirjamsdotter-fler-maste-vaga-vara-obekvama-trakmansar-om-vi-ska-radda-klimatet
http://www.st.nu/opinion/ledare/sofia-mirjamsdotter-fler-maste-vaga-vara-obekvama-trakmansar-om-vi-ska-radda-klimatet
http://www.st.nu/opinion/ledare/sofia-mirjamsdotter-fler-maste-vaga-vara-obekvama-trakmansar-om-vi-ska-radda-klimatet
https://www.expressen.se/nyheter/klimat/
https://www.svd.se/klimatet-det-gar-at-valdigt-fel-hall-i-flygsektorn
https://www.svd.se/klimatet-det-gar-at-valdigt-fel-hall-i-flygsektorn
https://www.svd.se/medelklassens-debatt-om-flygvagran-osar-av-forakt
https://www.svd.se/medelklassens-debatt-om-flygvagran-osar-av-forakt
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2018-01-23 SR, Studio Ett To stop flying or not https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?  
programid=1637&artikel=6868261 

2018-01-25 DN Travelling: Humans are 
not only consumers and 
poseurs 

https://www.dn.se/arkiv/kultur/resor-manniskor-ar-
inte-bara-konsumenter-och-posorer/ 

2018-01-25 DN Stop blaming 
structures, politicians 

https://www.dn.se/ledare/signerat/erik-helmerson-
sluta-skylla-pa-strukturer-politiker/ 

2018-01-25 DN Expert: Maybe we can 
fly at the level we did 
2005 

https://www.dn.se/nyheter/politik/expert-kanske-kan-
vi-flyga-pa-samma-niva-som-vi-gjorde-2005/ 

2018-01-25 SVT (morning talk show 
with debate on flying) 

https://www.svtplay.se/video/16723417/ 
morgonstudion  

2018-01-25 Expressen GT Environmental minister 
wants to stop flights to 
Stockholm from 
Landvetter 

https://www.expressen.se/gt/miljoministern-vill-
stoppa-flyg-till-stockholm-fran-landvetter/ 

2018-01-25 Expressen  I don’t feel anxiety for 
the climate, only relief 

https://www.expressen.se/kultur/jens-liljestrand/jag-
kanner-inte-angest-for-klimatet-bara-lattnad/ 

2018-01-26 DN Swedish domestic 
aviation can go fossil 
free 2030 

https://www.dn.se/arkiv/nyheter/svenskt-inrikesflyg-
kan-bli-fossilfritt-till-2030/ 

2018-01-27 

 

SVT Biofuel important but 
also reduction of flying 
according to expert 

https://www.svt.se/nyheter/utrikes/biobransle-viktigt-
men-aven-minskning-av-flygresandet-enligt-expert 

2018-01-27 Aftonbladet Must aviation harm the 
environment 

https://www.aftonbladet.se/ledare/a/gP0bRa 

2018-01-29 DN In spite of researchers 
alarm – party leader 
Lööf think we can 
increase flying 

https://www.svd.se/trots-forskarlarm--loof-tycker-att-
vi-kan-oka-flygandet 

2018-01-30 SvD The flight refusers 
haven’t understood the 
most important 

https://www.svd.se/flygvagrarna-har-inte-forstatt-det-
viktigaste 

2018-02-01 Expressen Take the plane to 
Thailand for the sake of 
the climate 

https://www.expressen.se/debatt/ta-flyget-till-
thailand-for-klimatets-skull/ 

2018-02-01 SVT (tv debate about flying) https://www.svtplay.se/video/16804597/opinion-
live/opinion-live-sasong-5-1-feb-22-00?start=auto 

2018-02-02 TV4 (tv debate between 
vice prime minister and 
conservative politician) 

https://www.tv4play.se/program/ 
nyhetsmorgon/3954877 

2018-02-06 DN Aviation 
representatives accuse 

https://www.dn.se/nyheter/vetenskap/flyg-
foretradare-anklagar-forskare-for-alternativa-fakta/ 

https://www.svtplay.se/video/16723417/
https://www.svd.se/flygvagrarna-har-inte-forstatt-det-viktigaste
https://www.svd.se/flygvagrarna-har-inte-forstatt-det-viktigaste
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researchers for 
alternative facts 

2018-02-08 DN This is how the party 
leaders will fly during 
election campaign 

https://www.dn.se/nyheter/politik/sa-flyger-
partiledarna-i-valrorelsen/ 

 

2018-02-16 DN Environmental minister 
notified for statement 
about aviation 

https://www.dn.se/nyheter/politik/miljoministern-ku-
anmald-for-utspel-om-flyget/ 

 

2018-02-19 SvD Politicians go against 
researchers – we can fly 
more 

https://www.svd.se/politiker-gar-emot-forskare-vi-kan-
flyga-mer 

 

 

Information about sources:  

Media Description 

Aftonbladet  Evening paper, independent social democratic 

DN Dagens Nyheter, morning paper, independent liberal 

Expressen Evening paper, independent liberal (GT = Gothenburg edition) 

SvD Svenska Dagbladet, morning paper, independent conservative 

SR Sveriges Radio, national public service radio 

SVT Sveriges Television, national public service tv 

TV 4 National, private tv channel  
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APPENDIX 3 - Interview Guides 
 

All interviews were carried out in Swedish. The guides below are translated version of the 

original interview guides. The semi-structured methodology permitted me to follow the 

narratives of the interviewees, changing the order and wording of the questions and going off 

tangent following up on interesting emergent topics. All themes were discussed with all 

interviewees. However, how detailed the discussion of the various topics was, depended on the 

interest and circumstances of the interviewee. In some cases available interview time was a 

limiting factor.   

Interview Guide – “reducers/quitters” 
 

Q 1. Personal and demographic introduction  

 Could you please tell me a little about yourself (age, occupation, family situation etc)? 

 

Q 2. Current and previous air travel habits 

 Please describe your air travel habits, how much do you fly, for what purposes, to which 

destination? 

 Have you changed air travel habits the last years? How? Compare to earlier. 

If no reduction, go to guide for continuers  

 Why have you changed travel habits?  

 How do you travel now, instead of flying? (Or do you not travel?) 

 

Q 3. Behavioural change/transformation/mind shift – how did it come about? 

 How did this change come about? Can you describe the “road” to get to your current habits? 

 

 What factors do you think have influenced/inspired you to change?   

 

 Now I would like look into other factors in your life during the same period that might be 

connected to your change of travel habits. How did the following factors influence your travel 

behaviour, were there any changes that could be connected with your change of travel habits?  

EXTERNAL FACTORS (ENVIRONMENT): 

- Work/occupation 

- Family situation 

- Economic situation 
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- Housing situation/summer house 

- Observed change in nature 

INTERNAL FACTOR (MIND):  

- What did you think about flying before, during and after the change?  

- What did you know about flying and climate change before – during – after the change? 

- Did your values or word views change, and if so, how? 

- Other psychological factors that changed?  

SOCIAL/CULTURAL FACTORS:  

- What support did/do you get from society/employer/family/friends to change? 

- How did you discuss, talk about flying with others before – during – after the change? 

- Do you perceive a change in status of flying? 

- Did something else change, e.g. new hobbies, friends? 

(BODY: Change in health status was discussed if the matter was brought up by the interviewee) 

 

Q 4. Difficulties and challenges 

 Were there any difficulties during in this process of change? Please describe. 

 What challenges are connected to not flying/flying less than before?  

 How do you keep up, hold on to your decision? 

   
Q 5. Social influence, peer pressure and support, transformative agency 

 How are friends, colleagues, relatives influencing your travel habits?  

 Do you talk about your views and decision to fly less? What do others think of it?  

 Do you know others with similar views and habits? Who is inspiring you? 

 Are you trying to influence others? How do they react? 

 What else influences your air travel behavior? Media/social media/marketing for example? 

 

Q 6. Perceptions of climate change and responsibility for reduction 

 How do you perceive climate change generally?  

 Have you noticed climate change in the natural surroundings? 

 Is climate change influencing how you feel? How? 

 How do you feel about the future considering climate change and environment? 

 What do you think about the climate impact of aviation? How important is it?  

 From where do you get knowledge about this? 

 What actors are responsible for reducing the climate impact of aviation? 

 How do you perceive individuals’ responsibility? Does it matter what we do as individuals? 

 Have you made other lifestyle changes to reduce climate impact? 

 Why do you think you care so much about this that you change behavior? 
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Q 7. Policy instruments, possible solutions 

 How do you think climate impacts of aviation can be reduced?  

 What are your opinions about/how do you perceive:  

- Technical solutions?  

- Behavioral change?  

- Economic incentives such as taxes on air travel?  

- Carbon offsetting 

- Mandatory climate info in marketing? 

- Climate labelling and marketing of alternative travelling 

(All these options were not brought up as this is not the focus of my study, but all interviews 

contained a discussion on policy instruments) 

 

Q 8. Closing the interview 

 Do you think you will fly (more or less) in the future? 

 Is there anything that you would like to add? How did the interview feel? Do you have any 

further questions? 
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Interview Guide – “non-reducers” 
 

Q 1. Personal and demographic introduction  

 Could you please tell me a little about yourself (age, occupation, family situation etc)? 

 

Q 2. Current and previous air travel habits 

 Please describe your air travel habits, how much do you fly, for what purposes, to 

which destination? 

 Have you changed air travel habits the last years? How? Compare to earlier. 
 

If they had made a deliberate reduction, the guide for reducers was used.  

 

Q 3. Factors influencing air travel habits 

 What is influencing your air travel habits and how much you fly? 

 What are your thoughts and feelings about flying? (Do you like it?) 

 How do you perceive the status of flying? 

 How are the following factors influencing your air travel habits:  

- work/occupation 

- economy 

- family situation? 

- friends, relatives, colleagues? 

- media, marketing, social media? 

- your values and perceptions of the world and nature? 

 

 What do you think about the climate impact of aviation? Is that influencing your travel behaviour? 

 

Q 4. Potential behaviour change:  

 In general, do you see any reasons to change air travel habits? How, why? 

 Have you thought about reducing air travelling?  

 Is there anything that could make you fly less (voluntarily or forced)?  

 Are there any kind of flights could you avoid? 

 Do you think you will fly more or less in the future? What will be decisive? 

 If you would reduce flying – how would you travel?  
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Q 5. Incentives and support for a reduction 

 What could support you and inspire a potential reduction of air travel? 

 What support would society/employer/friends and family give you reducing air travel? 

 Do you know anyone who reduced flying because of the climate impacts? What do you think about 

that? Does it influence you? 

 Do you discuss these questions with others, and if so, how? 

 Can you see any advantages with a reduction? 

 

Q 6. Barriers and difficulties 

 What hinders you from reducing air travel? 

 What would be the difficulties of living a life with less air?  

 What would you miss? 

 What support could help you overcome the difficulties? 

 

Q 7. Perceptions of climate change and responsibility for reduction 

 How do you perceive climate change generally?  

 Have you noticed climate change in the natural surroundings? 

 Is climate change influencing how you feel? How? 

 How do you feel about the future considering climate change and environment? 

 What do you think about the climate impact of aviation? How important is it?  

 From where do you get knowledge about this? 

 What actors are responsible for reducing the climate impact of aviation? 

 How do you perceive individuals’ responsibility? Does it matter what we do as individuals? 

 Have you made other lifestyle changes to reduce climate impact? 

 

Q 8. Policy instruments, possible solutions 

 How do you think climate impacts of aviation can be reduced?  

 What are your opinions about/how do you perceive:  

- Technical solutions?  

- Behavioural change?  

- Economic incentives such as taxes on air travel?  

- Carbon offsetting 

- Mandatory climate info in marketing? 

- Climate labelling and marketing of alternative travelling 

(All these options were not brought up as this is not the focus of my study, but all interviews 

contained a discussion on policy instruments) 

 

Q 9. Closing the interview 

 Do you think you will fly more or less in the future? 

 Is there anything that you would like to add? How did the interview feel? Do you have any further 

questions? 
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APPENDIX 4: Questionnaire 
 

This questionnaire was distributed and filled in by all participants via survey.zoho.eu. It was 

used to collect details about of the interviewees travel habits and some additional 

demographic information. It also contains a question about the media debate about air travel 

that was taking place when the questionnaire was sent out (February-March 2018). Translated 

from Swedish. 

 

Air travel habits and climate 

PAGE 1: Introduction  

You have previously agreed to participate in the study Incentives and barriers to change air travelling 
performed by Lisa Jacobson, MSc student at Stockholm Resilience Centre. Thank you! This 
questionnaire complements the interview that was performed earlier, with a few more structured 
questions about yourself, your air travel habits and climate change. It is of great value if you would 
like to complete the questionnaire. For most of you it will not take more than 10 minutes, if you have 
travelled a lot by air the last years it might take a bit longer.  

Name:____________________________ Family name_____________________________ 

Place of residence:________________________________________ 

 

Highest level of education 

-    Elementary school 

-    Gymnasium 

-    University  

-    PhD degree 

 

Monthly income 

-    less than 25 000 SEK 

-    25 000 – 35 000 SEK 

-    35 001 – 45 000 SEK 

-    45 001 – 55 000 SEK 

-    more than 55 000 SEK 
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PAGE 2: Air travels 2015-2017 

Please specify your flights the years 2017, 2016 and 2015. Define destination, if the trip was a round 
trip or not and if the reason was private or work related. If you fly very much for work and cannot 
account for all trips, make an estimation of flights (domestic, in Europe and outside Europe) If you 
have not taken any flight the last three years, please specify your last flight. 

 

If you look back, how much do you fly now compared the previous five years?  

- More 

- About the same 

- Less 

 

PAGE 3: Air travelling and media 

Have you noticed how air travelling has been discussed in the media lately? If so, how do you 
perceive this debate and the reporting? Please describe if you have been influenced by the debate in 
some way.   

 

PAGE 4: Thank you for your participation! 
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APPENDIX 5: Data about interviewees  
 

Demographics and air travel patterns 

* Here the self-reported flights are summarized and described as work related or private. Travels not specified as “domestic” or “long haul” are flights to Europe (and 

Canaries) 

Pseudonym Age Sex Children Place of 
residence 

Occupation Education Income 
(SEK/ 
month) 

Air travels 2015-2017 * 
(two-way flights) 

Compared to 
previous  5 years 
(self-reported) 

Category 

Ida 28 F No Town, 
south 
Sweden 

Student  University <25 000 0 (last flight 2012) Never Quitter 

Stina 38 F Yes Stockholm Social worker  University 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

0 (last flight 2014) Less Quitter 

Jörgen 50 M Yes Town, 
middle 
Sweden 

Tractor driver Gymnasium 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

1 (private)  
(last prev. flight appr. 10 y ago) 

Appr. the same Quitter 

Frank 36 M Yes Village, 
middle 
Sweden 

Forester  University 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

1 (work/private)  
(last prev. flight appr. 10 y ago) 

Less Quitter 

Hans 61 M Yes town, west 
Sweden 

Sustainability 
consultant (self-
employed) 

University 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

0 (last flight 2005) Appr. the same 
 (not at all) 

Quitter 

Kerstin 61 F Yes Town, 
middle 
Sweden 

Healthcare officer  
(on sick leave) 

University 35 001 - 
45 000 

 

0 (last flight 2012) Less (stopped flying) Quitter 
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David 47 M No Stockholm Communications 
officer 

University 35 001 - 
45 000 

 

0 (last flight 2012) Appr. the same  
(not at all) 

Quitter 

John 44 M Yes Village, 
South 
Sweden 

Musician University <25 000 

 

2015: 1 (work) 
2016: 3.5 (work) 
2017: 0.5 (work) (decided to stop in 
2017) 

Less Quitter 

Barbro 68 F Yes Town, 
west 
Sweden 

Retired 
researcher, 
previously organic 
farmer  

PhD <25 000 2015: 3 (work) 
2016: 1 (work) 
2017: 0 (stopped working, do not fly for 
vacation) 

Less Quitter 

Jakob 52 M Yes Town, 
middle 
Sweden 

City planner University 35 001 - 
45 000 

 

2015: 1 (private) 
2016: 0  
2017: 0 

Less 
 

Quitter 

Olof 30 M No Stockholm Politician/political 
officer 

Gymnasium > 55 000 

 

2015: ca 15 (work) 
2016: ca 15 (work) 
2017: 2 (work) 

Less  
Reducer 

Johannes 30 M No Town, 
south 
Sweden 

University official   University 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

2015: 3 (work and private) 
2016: 5 (work and private) 
2017: 0.5 (work) 

Less Reducer 

Julia 41 F Yes Stockholm Energy consultant 
(self-employed) 

University 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

2015: 4 (work and private) 
2016: 4 (work and private) 
2017: 2,5 (mainly work) 

Less Reducer 

Lotta 32 F Yes Village, 
west 
Sweden 

Social worker  
(on parental 
leave) 

University 25 000 - 
35 000 

 

2015: 0.5 
2016: 0 
2017: 0 

Less Reducer 

Sara 45 F Yes Town, 
north 
Sweden 

Projekt manager, 
engineer 

University 45 001 - 
55 000 

 

2015: 6,5 (work and private, many 
domestic) 
2016: 3 
2017: 2,5  
 

Less Reducer 
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Sixten 41 M No Stockholm IT consultant University 45 001 - 
55 000 

2015: round-the-world trip (private)  
+ 1 work related  
2016: 5 (work and private, 3 long haul) 
2017: 3 (work and private) 

Less Reducer 

Max 30 M No Town, 
south 
Sweden 

Web developer University > 55 000 

 

2015: 17 (work and private) 
2016: 27 (work and private) 
2017: 16 (work and private) 
 

More than 2013 but 
less 2018 than 2015-
2017. Decided in 
2017 to reduce to 
1/3 until 2019. 

Reducer 

Malin 55 F Yes Town, 
west 
Sweden 

Journalist (self-
employed)  

University 35 001 - 
45 000 

 

2015: 1 (work and private) 
2016: 2  
2017: 2,5   

Less (decided to 
reduce in 2017, 
replaced several 
international flights 
with train) 

Reducer 

Kristian 44 M Yes Stockholm Media consultant 
(self-employed) 

University 35 001 - 
45 000 

 

2015: 2 (work and private,  
1 long haul) 
2016: 2,5 (work and private) 
2017: 2 (work and private 

Less Reducer 

Henrik 42 M Yes Stockholm Purchaser of IT 
systems 

University >55 000 

 

> 30 per year (appr. 3 private) More Non-reducer 

Staffan 32 M Yes Stockholm Researcher  PhD 45 001 - 
55 000 

 

2015: 4 (work and private, 2 long haul) 
2016: 9 (2 private, 6 long haul) 
2017: 8 (1 private, 3 long haul) 

Appr. the same Non-reducer 

Siv 66 F Yes Village, 
middle 
Sweden 

Retired 
occupational 
therapist 

University - 2015: 2 (private) 
2016: 2 (private) 
2017: 2 (private) 

Appr. the same Non-reducer 

Niklas 35 M  Yes Town, 
north 
Sweden 

Pedagogue  Gymnasium 25 000 - 
35 000 

2015: 4 (work and private, 2 long haul) 
2016: 3 (work and private, 1 long haul) 
2017: 2 (private, 2 long haul)  

Appr. the same Non-reducer 

Annelie 42 F Yes Stockholm Journalist, 
manager 

University 45 001 - 

55 000 

2015: 3 (private) 
2016: 2 (private) 
2017: 3 (private, one long haul) 

Appr. the same Non-reducer 

Jan-Erik 72 M Yes Stockholm Retired financial 
manager 

University 45 001 - 

55 000 

2015: 3 (private, 1 domestic) 
2016: 1 (private) 
2017: 2 (private) 

Appr. the same 
(considers to 
reduce) 

Non-reducer 
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Diana 41 F No Stockholm Teacher University 25 000 - 

35 000 

 

2015: 3 (private, 1 long haul) 
2016: 2 (private) 
2017: 3 (private, 1 long haul) 

Appr. the same 
(want to reduce) 

Non-reducer 
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Appendix 6: Coding structure for incentives and barriers  
 
The following tables contains the themes where all identified incentives and barriers to air travel reduction 

were coded. A short explanation is given for each theme/code and illustrative quotes are given as examples.  

 
Incentives in personal sphere 

GROUP 
OF 
THEMES 

THEMES EXPLANATION - references 
coded in this theme 
concerns:  

EXAMPLE QUOTES 

In
ce

n
ti

ve
s 

re
la

te
d

 t
o

 c
lim

at
e 

ch
an

ge
 (

p
er

ce
p

ti
o

n
s,

 k
n

o
w

le
d

ge
, e

m
o

ti
o

n
s)

 

 

In
te

rn
a

liz
ed

 

kn
o

w
le

d
ge

 o
f 

cl
im

a
te

 c
h

a
n

ge
 Statements indicating that 

knowledge of climate 
change that has been 
"digested" to the point that 
it affects behavior. 

“I have had this conflict in my head for many 
years… known that this is… I don’t want to fly but I 
do it once in a while […] But now it’s more of an 
emergency, and I think that’s because I have 
grasped how urgent it is in some way. It’s 
something that has sunk in.” (Stina, quitter) 

K
n

o
w

le
d

g
e 

o
f 

a
vi

a
ti

o
n

's
 im

p
a

ct
s 

Knowledge related to global 
or individual impact on 
climate.  

 

“It plays a rather big role, they say it’s the flights, 
the car and the food that we can influence. But I 
don’t remember, I have seen figures about this… 
And I have seen figures about how many times you 
can go around the world with train on a flight from 
Stockholm to Gothenburg.” (Kerstin, quitter)  

C
o

n
ce

rn
, a

n
xi

et
y,

  

se
n

se
 o

f 
u

rg
en

cy
 

Negative emotions 
connected to climate 
change, pessimism about 
future 

“At times I don’t read the news at all because it is 
so depressing. So it really affects me. And it also 
spurs me, that I want to, how should I say, lead a 
better life.” (Johannes, reducer) 

“Some parts of the planet will become inhabitable 
[…] Here it will take a bit longer before it is not 
possible to live here either” (Lotta, reducer)  

“I haven’t given up yet. But it feels dark.” (Olof, 
reducer)  

C
o

n
ce

rn
 f

o
r 

ch
ild

re
n

 

Worry and anxiety for the 
future of children is often 
mentioned as an incentive 
to reduce flying. 

“I don’t want to destroy my son’s future. I want 
him to be able to experience the same nature that I 
have experienced, when he is grown up, in 10, 15, 
20 years. Of course it means a lot that you don’t 
want to stick your head in a bag and pretend 
everything is fine when it isn’t.” (John, quitter) 

“We’ve bought a small farm with forest and fields, 
so now I’m learning to grow potatoes. […] I believe 
you have to learn. So our children and their 
children will have food.” (Sara, reducer) 
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Im
p

ac
t 

o
n

 h
um

an
s 

m
o

st
 im

po
rt

a
nt

 

The foreseen impact on 
humans (war, starvation, 
refugees) is mentioned 
more often than impact on 
nature. Issues relating to 
equity, justice, guilt are 
coded here.  

“My climate concern is very anthropocentric. […] 
people will die because we do this. […] From a 
species perspective I think we will make it, but I 
believe there will be an incredible amount of 
suffering.” (Max, reducer) 

“I feel spoilt because I don’t think my future will be 
so impacted […] The most acute parts we will be 
elsewhere […] It will be manageable in the rich 
parts of the world during my lifetime, but that 
makes it even more… It triggers my sense of 
solidarity.” (Sixten, reducer)  

Fr
u

st
ra

ti
on

, d
on

't
 

w
a

n
t 

to
 b

e 
pa

rt
 

Frustration with society's, 
politicians' and others' 
insufficient response to 
climate change, and an urge 
to break out from this. 

”It’s frustrating to be stuck in a life where I need to 
work 40 hours a week […] I’d actually like to just, 
you know, quit my job and spend 100% with these 
things […] but I can’t […] It’s incredibly frustrating 
[…] nothing happens, nothing happens politically, 
nothing happens with people. It feels like it’s just 
standing still.” (Stina, quitter) 

Fe
el

in
g

 b
et

te
r 

a
ct

in
g

, d
o

in
g

 

so
m

et
hi

n
g

 c
on

cr
et

e.
 Quotes describing that the 

behavioral change is leading 
to increased well-being are 
coded here. Also quotes 
related to cognitive 
dissonance that is solved, 
reducing feelings of guilt. 

See appendix 7 

W
o

rl
d

vi
ew

s,
 v

al
u

es
, b

el
ie

fs
, a

tt
it

u
d

es
 

In
di

vi
d

ua
l r

es
p

o
n

si
b

ili
ty

, 

m
o

ra
l o

b
lig

at
io

n
 t

o
 a

ct
 Perceptions of individual’s 

responsibility. Most 
interviewees think 
individuals are responsible 
for their travel choices. 
Those who reduce often 
express that they have a 
moral responsibility to 
reduce emission. 

“My opinion is that if you want to change the 
world, you have to start with yourself. […] It’s an 
active choice you make [to fly] and I can’t justify it 
for myself anymore.” (Johan, quitter) 

“I find it really hard to just lean back and think that 
somebody else will solve it, because I don’t think 
that will happen. And we are too much in a hurry. I 
think everybody have to do what they can.” (Malin, 
reducer)  

N
ew

 p
er

ce
p

ti
o

n
s 

o
f 

tr
a

ve
lli

ng
  

a
n

d
 t

im
e,

 w
h

a
t 

is
 p

o
ss

ib
le

 

a
n

d
 d

es
ir

a
bl

e 

Those who change often 
describe new views of what 
is reachable and desirable 
when it comes to travelling. 
More time for travelling is 
also viewed as something 
positive. 

See appendix 7 

 

 

 

 

 

En
vi

ro
n

m
en

ta
l 

co
m

it
tm

en
t Environmental 

commitment, awareness, 
and expressed biospheric 
values.   

See appendix 7 
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W
o

rl
d

vi
e

w
s,

 v
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u
e

s,
 b

e
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fs
, a

tt
it

u
d

e
s 

N
eg

a
ti

ve
 

a
tt

it
u

d
es

 t
o

 

fl
yi

n
g

 

It is scary, boring, you can't 
move, airports and security 
checks are annoying are 
supporting change. 

“I think airports are some of the worst places on 
Earth. So I guess I am not directly afraid of flying 
but I am not really happy about it either (...) I think 
it's deeply uncomfortable to sit on a plane.” 
(Johannes, reducer) 

P
o

si
ti

ve
 a

tt
it

u
d

es
 t

o
 

 o
th

er
 t

ra
ve

l m
o

d
es

 

You can move, arrive in the 
city centre, it is calmer, you 
can work on train, experience 
distance enjoy the travel as a 
goal in itself. 

“I prefer travelling by train because you can stand 
up and walk around […] have access to internet, 
you can sit and work in a whole different way than 
during a flight where it’s much more crowded and 
clamped.” (John, quitter)  

“People don’t know what they miss, with the 
journey itself. I mean, there is so much happening 
on a train trip that doesn’t happen on a flight.” 
(Jörgen, quitter)  

“It’s fun to see the shifting nature, and climate, and 
not step into a plane in Sweden when it’s 5 degrees 
and get out when it’s 30, but to experience the 
whole change, to eat on the way, meet people…” 
(Ida, quitter)  

Te
ch

n
o

lo
g

y 
w

ill
 n

o
t 

so
lv

e 
it

/ 
b

eh
a

vi
o

r 
m

o
re

 

im
po

rt
a

nt
 Reducing flying is necessary 

to mitigate emissions from 
aviation, technological 
solutions are not enough. 

“Biofuel and such things? I have rather little faith in 
that, that it will happen quickly enough.” (Ida, 
quitter)  

“It feels totally unrealistic to rely on technology, we 
are so far from that. […] So no, I don’t believe much 
in that. Then of course, in the long term, we might 
find climate neutral ways to fly, but not now, in 
quite a while.” (Stina, quitter)  

So
ci

al
 f

ac
to

rs
* 

Fe
el

in
g

 s
o

ci
a

l s
u

p
p

o
rt

, r
ol

e-
m

o
de

ls
 

Having friends, family or 
other role-models that reduce 
flying. Support on social 
media. 

“To go to Italy on vacation [with train] maybe 
would have been difficult if my wife wasn’t also 
very interested […] 

Interviewer: Do you know others who have reduced 
flying, outspokenly? 

No, rather the contrary. I think I never had that 
conversation with anyone who have said they 
actively reduce flying.” (Kristian, reducer)  

“I like Malena Ernman [singer who quit flying] and 
that she stands up for these things. Of course it’s 
an important inspiration.” (John, quitter)  

D
ri

ve
 t

o
 

in
fl

u
en

ce
 

o
th

er
s 

Those who change want to 
influence others to fly less, 
which is easier if you start 
with yourself. 

“Somewhere you hope that your naïve act will lead 
to something […] I feel I might have influenced 
maybe ten friends” (Frank, quitter) 

“If you want to change the world you have to start 
with yourself.” (John, quitter) 

 

* These incentives play out at the interface between personal and political spheres.  
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Barriers in personal sphere (worldviews, values, beliefs, attitudes) 

THEMES EXPLANATION - 
references coded in this 
theme concerns:  

EXAMPLE QUOTES 

C
lim

a
te

 c
ha

n
g

e 
is

 d
is

ta
n

t 
a

nd
 

a
b

st
ra

ct
,  

p
a

ra
lle

l r
ea

lit
ie

s 

CC is perceived as far 
away. Fuzzy 
perceptions, denial, 
unclear knowledge and 
avoidance of knowledge 
and optimism are also 
coded here.  

[when asked about advantages with reducing flying] “Well, possibly 
less climate impacts in the North for example, the Arctic and those 
parts. But at the same time I’ve read somewhere that they have seen 
that over time such changes have happened, cycles sort of, that it 
comes anyway.” (Siv, non-reducer) 

“Well, those things [climate change] you just think of every time you 
see something in the news […] 
Interviewer: It’s not top of mind? 
No… no. 
Interviewer: But when you see something in the newspaper?  
Yes but then you think about it, you do. But then you are like a gold 
fish, then you forget it after half an hour.” (Henrik, non-reducer) 

Fl
yi

n
g

 is
 v

a
lu

a
bl

e 

Coded here are quotes 
related to the values of 
flying, e.g. to learn 
about the world and 
other cultures, to get 
sun in the winter, get 
away, new and different 
experiences, seeing 
family and friends, 
pursue an interesting 
career.  

”I think it’s really fun to travel.[…] We went to see some friends who 
live in Israel. Would never have made that trip if we wouldn’t have 
flown. […] To be in Israel and Palestine and see how the Palestinians 
are treated, see how it looks, experience… For me it was really 
important.” (Annelie, non-reducer)  

”It’s about this, to get to the warmth, escape the coldness, snow, all 
of that. We live in some way in the wrong country maybe. In a 
country where there are a lot of upsides with these flights. That we 
want to get away from something rather than coming to something I 
think.” (Jan-Erik, non-reducer) 

“To abstain entirely from flying would definitely feel like a sacrifice, it 
would mean that I’d have to change my research […] I would lose 
contact almost entirely with friends I have who live on other 
continents. […] It would make an extremely big difference.” (Staffan, 
non-reducer)  

So
ci
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y 

a
n

d
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th
er

s 
h

a
ve

 

th
e 

m
ai

n
 r

es
p

o
n

si
bi

lit
y Statements that 

politicians, the 
government, 
organizations or 
companies have the 
main responsibility to 
reduce emissions from 
aviation. 

“Hey, I’d say that’s a problem for the state actually […] If they don’t 
regulate then this is how it becomes. Because it’s like I say, it comes 
down to companies who want to earn money.” (Henrik, non-reducer)   

“Well, the fuel industry above all [has the responsibility to reduce 
emissions from aviation] but also the airlines themselves. And that’s 
a little positive, that they seem to be looking at other energy sources 
for aviation.” (Siv, non-reducer)  

Ju
st
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n
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n
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o
n

 o
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b
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m
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Justification of flying, 
sometimes by being 
environmentally aware 
in everyday life, 
compensating for the 
flights. Also quotes 
related to 
environmental 
awareness focusing on 
other topics than CC.  

“I have never been outside of Europe actually. Well, we have been in 
Egypt, on the Nile, but otherwise we haven’t been outside of Europe 
[…] Except for this one business trip that is [to the US]. So compared 
to many others we have actually travelled rather little over the 
years.” (Jan-Erik, non-reducer)   

“It’s maybe more that I think about what I do when I’m on the 
ground instead. […] Of course aviation […] is something that is 
polluting a lot but on the same time there are other things that are 
easier to influence, how you take care of waste, such things, to 
compensate.” (Siv, non-reducer) 
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Fl
yi
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ff
o
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le

ss
, 

co
n

ve
n

ie
n

ce
 

Statements that flying is 
convenient, easy to 
book, fast, planes are 
on time etcetera. 

“It takes me five minutes to book a flight to London if I would sit 
down with my phone right now. I can’t do the same for a train trip.” 
(Johannes, reducer) 

“Now it’s so easy, everything works so well now. It’s easy to get to 
Arlanda [airport], there is never any hassle there. It goes really quick 
to get through security. The flight leaves on time. It’s resistless.  So 
yes, it is easier, it is accommodated to people” […] (Kristian, reducer)  

It
 is

 u
se

le
ss

, r
id

ic
u

lo
u

s 
to

 r
ed

u
ce

 

Both quitters/reducers 
and non-reducers 
express the notion that 
it might be meaningless 
to quit flying as an 
individual in terms of 
mitigating emissions, 
that it might be 
perceived as stupid or 
ridiculous.  

”If I had abstained for this reason, then I had practically not affected 
the CO2 emissions because I know for sure that the plane will leave 
anyway […] And perhaps I might even appear a little stupid who… 
then I let others… […] should I then refrain even if it has no effect?” 
(Jan-Erik, non-reducer) 

“There are actually people who are close to me who think I am 
ridiculous who choose not to fly.” (Kerstin, quitter)  

”Am I a bit stupid? Does it even matter? It’s apparent that the plane 
will lift anyway, even if I take the train. And then it feels a bit like, 
oooh, ridiculous almost.” (Malin, reducer)  

N
eg

a
ti

ve
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u
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m
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ys
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n
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n
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Coded here are 
perceptions of and 
attitudes to the 
alternative travel modes 
as not functional, often 
late, inflexible, being a 
hassle, difficult to book.   

”I have tried a few times [to look for international train tickets] and 
then I thought that I don’t even understand how, when the trains are 
leaving, when I should change, if there is even a possibility to take a 
night train. […] Long ago, you could actually phone and ask about 
such things […] But now that’s not possible, you are pretty much left 
by yourself. (Maud, non-reducer)  

“My experience also when we travelled with children, when they 
were small, is that it was so dirty in the train. It was actually 
unpleasant […]. The seats were not clean […] the toilets were poorly 
taken care of. And the trains to northern Sweden have never been 
modern, they have used old wagons and so on. So the general 
feeling has been that they don’t really want any passenger traffic.” 
(Jan-Erik, non-reducer) 

Te
ch

n
o

lo
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o
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im
po

rt
a

nt
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h
a

n
 

b
eh

a
vi

o
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Statements that 
technological solutions 
are more important to 
reduce emissions from 
aviation that behavioral 
change.  

“I find it very difficult to believe that there is anything else than 
smart development of technology [that can reduce emissions from 
aviation]” (Jan-Erik, non-reducer) 

”It’s all about creating conditions for renewable fuels, because I 
don’t think people will change habits.” (Kristian, reducer)   
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Barriers at the interface between personal and political spheres  

THEMES EXPLANATION - 
references coded in this 
theme concerns:  

EXAMPLE QUOTES 

Fa
m

ily
 s

it
u

a
ti

o
n

 

Quotes related to 
having family members 
abroad, the need to get 
home quickly to the 
family after a work trip, 
and a wish to show 
children the world. Also 
coded here are quotes 
related to having 
different opinions about 
flying in the family.  

“I find it very difficult to refrain [flights] because it would mean less 
contact with the children [husband’s children who live in Spain]” (Siv, 
non-reducer) 

“It’s difficult to say at home that hey, I’m coming home 6 hours later 
because I will take the train.” (Henrik, non-reducer)  

“I haven’t been there since I took this decision [in Brussels for EU 
related work]. But then I will fly. I mean, I can’t take that time from 
the family.” (Sara, reducer) 

“I tried to bring it up once, and then he went like this: Never in my 
life! I will never stop flying!” (Diana, non-reducer)  

So
ci

a
l n

o
rm

s,
 s

ta
tu

s,
 

 p
ee

r 
p

re
ss

u
re

 How friends, family and 
others influence air 
travel habits. 
Statements related to 
norms and the status of 
flying.  

“It’s a little, the social… as I said, it’s fun to travel, and it’s 
interesting. And yes, you want to do it and others might think you 
are strange if you say no voluntarily in a way.” (Sixten, reducer)  

“I think it’s difficult socially if you want to travel with friends. They 
don’t think it’s a big deal to fly. And then you would miss the social 
side of it. They go anyway and you’re home alone.” (Diana, non-
reducer) 

”Most people don’t travel as much as I do […] Many can look at this 
with some jealousy, if there is something in society that has very 
high status it’s private travelling abroad. […] It’s seen as a kind of 
good life […] I think that’s a pity.” (Johannes, reducer)   

Ti
m

e 

Lack of time, private 
and professional 
expectations that 
travelling should not 
take too much time, 
flying is quicker than 
the alternatives. 

“It makes my decision more difficult, as it’s unavoidably so that my 
travels take more time, and that is intruding on time with the family 
obviously.” (John, quitter)    

“Everything is built on this that it’s possible to fly, I mean people 
don’t have time to make longer travels because you normally have 
just five weeks of vacation a year, if you work.” (Stina, quitter) 
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Barriers in political sphere 

THEMES EXPLANATION - 
references coded in this 
theme concerns:  

EXAMPLE QUOTES 

La
ck

 o
f 

su
p

p
o

rt
 f

ro
m

 s
o

ci
et

y 
 

Quotes generally 
relating to the notion 
that society and its 
structures and systems 
are not supporting a 
reduction of air travels.  

“I feel rather that society is working against me. I mean, why don’t 
we have decent train traffic, why are there no night trains?” (Malin, 
reducer)  

”You don’t get any real support to choose not to fly” (Kristian, 
reducer)  

“It is hard to live ecologically in a society that is non-ecological, 
polluting (…) I think you can’t ignore that society, or politics, don’t 
have the environment as first priority. And it is difficult for 
individuals to go against this.” (Lotta, reducer)  

 

In
fr

a
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ct

u
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su

p
p

o
rt

in
g

 f
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in
g

, 

la
ck
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f 

al
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Practical aspects related 
to the transport 
infrastructure and the 
possibilities to find and 
book travels.   

”It’s actually a hassle [to travel by train]. That there are no night 
trains directly from Copenhagen for example. So it’s more difficult 
for people. And you don’t know about it, the travel agencies can’t 
even sell reasonable tickets” (Barbro, quitter) 

“It’s really easy to find a flight, and book and pay.” (Annelie, non-
reducer) 

Fl
yi

n
g

 is
 p

a
rt

 o
f 

w
o

rk
  

a
n

d
 s

o
ci

al
 p

ra
ct
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es

, n
ec

es
si

ty
 

 

Quotes related to flying 
as necessary for work, 
and a natural part of 
work and social 
practices such as 
vacations, celebrations, 
hobbies. 

”I work as a consultant and am expected to fill my schedule with 
work and keep myself educated and updated […] And then if I’ve 
found something and say: No I don’t want this […] then I’m an 
economical burden for my company. […] I think certain employers 
wouldn’t accept it.” (Sixten, reducer)  

“I mean, today a morning flight to Malmö is an ordinary working 
day. Because I can be home before five. If I’d take something else… 
it’s not possible.” (Henrik, non-reducer) 

“You become engaged in different things and then there’s suddenly a 
journey involved. […] A recent example when I took the decision not 
to go was, our best friends had this huge party, wedding and 40 
years party […]. And then there were some in our circle of friends 
who took the initiative, yes, wouldn’t it be nice if we could by a 
journey and travel together?” (Julia, reducer)   

Ec
o

n
o

m
y 

Statements related to 
ticket prices for 
different travel modes, 
and other economic 
barriers to reducing air 
travel. 

”It’s easy and cheap to fly all over Europe, it’s easy to get away on a 
weekend trip. […] If there is time I have the money and can go.” 
(Annelie, non-reducer)  

”And then it’s the price… Because now if we are going to Italy for 
example [with train]… Actually I don’t know how much it is, for me it 
doesn’t matter, but my husband is like ’Yes but I have loads of 
EuroBonus credits with SAS, shouldn’t we use them? Then we can fly 
to Italy the whole family for 1000 crowns.’ […] That economic 
incentive is rather difficult to handle.” (Sara, reducer) 
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Incentives in political sphere (potential)  

THEMES EXPLANATION - 
references coded in this 
theme concerns:  

EXAMPLE QUOTES 

B
et

te
r 

a
lt

er
na

ti
ve

s 
a

n
d

  t
ec

h
n

ol
og

y 

Quotes related to better 
travel alternatives, 
better booking systems, 
better communication 
technologies for remote 
meetings, that could 
make it more attractive 
to reduce flying.  

“If there was an easier way; check out this fun train trip! Aha, ok, is it 
that easy to get to Budapest by train, that’s awesome! Let’s do that 
instead! I mean, if there were such openings. But I have almost never 
seen any marketing of train travels in Europe.” (Annelie, non-
reducer) 

“If the railroads were better […] particularly in the north of Sweden, 
to the mountains and also if it would work better southwards, a bit 
faster, maybe that could make me, instead of going twice a year to 
Thailand, I could go once a year to Thailand and then travel more in 
Sweden. But I don’t know, I haven’t thought about it, but it could be 
like that.” (Niklas, non-reducer)  

“Some other variety of Skype or something […] That could change 
things. 

Interviewer: With better quality? 

Yes, so that you feel more present.”  (Henrik, non-reducer) 

C
h

a
n

g
e 

o
f 

so
ci

a
l n

o
rm

s 
 

 

Statements related to  
changing the status of 
flying. 

“I think, you should get some kind of bonus… You have reduced your 
flying, therefore you get… I don’t know… a medal: ‘You are a pioneer 
in Swedish business!’”(Diana, non-reducer) 

“Earlier it was a bit of a luxury to fly somewhere, because it was a bit 
expensive. Now it’s become so damn cheap so now everyone can fly. 
Flying has become a bit like Ullared [low price shopping mall], much 
and cheap. It seems like it’s beginning to – that’s what I hope and 
want to contribute to – that it will become socially unacceptable to 
fly if it’s not necessary.” (Julia, reducer) 
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Quotes related to the  
subthemes taxes, 
regulations, climate 
information are coded 
here. 

“I’m not against doubling the prices for flights. But then we get back 
to this, that it’s not fair anymore. Then it’s a status symbol again. 
But.. ah! Tax on unnecessary trips is good , isn’t it? I think that the 
companies can pay more. I mean, today, if you as a private person 
books a trip to Gothenburg you never get close to the [low] price 
that we [the company] pay.” (Henrik, non-reducer) 

 “Earlier we had this passbook, for alcohol and so. Maybe we could 
have a similar system? That distributes a certain amount of travels 
that you are allowed […] 
Interviewer: That’s interesting, some kind of quotas to make it  fair?  
Yes. Yes, depending on your life situation and so on.” (Siv, non-
reducer)  

“When you check dates and prices, then something could pop up and 
tell you: ‘Have you considered that you can do this trip with train?’ 
That would make people think about it.” (Henrik, non-reducer)   
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Appendix 7: Coding structure for process of change 
These tables contain the themes and subthemes related to the process of reducing air travel. They are 

explained in the thesis (pp 27-33). Here more example quotes are given for each subtheme.  

 

Theme Subtheme Example quotes 

Sl
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“Since I was a child it has been a lot of talk about how the climate is changing, how nature 
is affected [...] it was about the ozone layer in the 90s, there has been a lot of that, and I 
always got very affected. How the animals felt when forests were taken down, such things.” 
(Lotta)  

“Already when I was 13, 14 I started to think a lot about the environment, became a 
vegetarian and refused to come with my family to Greece because we would fly.” (Olof, 
reducer)    

G
ro

w
in

g 
kn

o
w

le
d

ge
  

o
f 
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“We work with these issues, mobility management and sustainability overall. It’s probably a 
combination of what you read in the media, on the Internet and courses and conferences at 
work too. [...] I can't say exactly, it was no revolutionary event, it was more gradually that 
insight.” (Jakob, quitter) 

“Yes it came gradually, sort of, but then when I started to understand how serious it is so 
kind of.. but God, I have to do something, kind of! Yes. So... and it has only grown, that 
feeling.” (Julia, reducer) 

N
eg

at
iv

e 
em

o
ti

o
n

s/
 

at
ti

tu
d

es
 c

o
n

n
ec

te
d

 t
o
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“Now I think it feels really bad to fly [...] I just feel it's totally wrong. [...] I would never ever 
post a picture of a plane in social media, which I could do before. Now I just feel like; how 
can you do that? I feel ashamed when I fly. And I think it's a hassle.” (Malin, reducer) 

“I hear colleagues and others who are not so well informed [...] they live for these two 
weeks in Thailand per year, then I feel a bit sick emotionally. So aviation has absolutely 
been placed in a much more negative category in my head.” (Ida, quitter)   

“I get anxiety because of the climate impact, and then generally I think it feels like a rather 
uncivilized way of travelling compared to trains.” (Olof, reducer)  

Ti
p

p
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g 
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“It’s an awareness that has been growing for a long time, and then finally you get to a point 
where you think it’s just enough.” (Max, reducer) 

Se
ei

n
g 
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y 

“I made this kind of test to see how I was doing and then I realized that I am doing better 
than many others but that particularly air travels was a very large part of my carbon 
footprint. And if I wanted to get further in not polluting the environment it was by far the 
most efficient thing I could do.” (John, quitter)    

“Perhaps it was a bit random, what happened, that the third UN report on climate, and my 
flight and the film that I saw, and at the same time my nephew was born. Maybe it was 
that situation? [...] Together it was so heavy that I just saw the truth, sort of.” (David, 
quitter)  
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“It feels pretty much as a statement [...] towards myself kind of, what can you do? And then 
it was probably also part of the process  of becoming a parent.” (Frank, quitter)  

“Before I had stepped over this border and taken this decision – now I have taken this 
decision – then it was like I was playing a bit with these thoughts, juggled a bit back and 
forth. [...] It’s more that it has tipped over a border where I feel that it is so urgent that I 
can’t allow myself to fly.” (Stina, quitter) 
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“My friends were a lot like: Yeah, but aren’t you coming with us on this trip that we are 
planning? A bit of peer pressure. And it was a little difficult then, but it passed rather 
quickly.”  (Ida, quitter) 

“After that I have been twice in London and once in Milano and I took the train. And 
the first time it was more to test – is it even possible?” (Malin, reducer)  

N
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s “It feels really tough. I don’t want to fly, but now I’m working for this cause, and as 
the world looks today maybe you need to fly, to achieve what you want”. (Julia, 
reducer) 

“I will do my best to fly less. But now I know I will fly in November. And then it’s partly 
because I have a friend who is defending his PhD thesis, and I want to be there. And I can’t 
go from London to Uppsala in 15 hours so then I’ll fly, because it is more important for me 
to be there (…) Then I can kind of stretch my ideals.” (Johannes, reducer) 

N
e

w
, p

o
si

ti
ve

 f
ee

d
b

ac
ks

 

Fe
el

in
g 

b
et

te
r 

ac
ti

n
g 

“I don’t really feel bad personally [about climate change] in that sense. Or, this [reducing 
flying] is part of it. Because I know I’m doing as much as I can [...] 

Interviewer: So that makes you feel better? 

Yes, I realized it now that I said it. It’s probably my way of dealing with it.” (Sixten, reducer) 

“I see myself in a better light. Because I am very satisfied that I decided to do this.” (Hans, 
quitter)   

“In the end things might go to hell anyway, but at least I have contributed, I have pulled in 
the other direction.” (David, quitter) 
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“Then it helps, I am in a few of these groups on Facebook [...] You get a perception that yes, 
there are other people who have similar thoughts. [...] You see a lot of nice, good examples 
of people who have done fantastic vacations with train and so on. Like that your decision is 
strengthened.” (Stina, quitter) 

“My partner flies sometimes, or rather did, now I think it’s changing. [...] And my friends 
too, absolutely, they reduce even if they don’t stop totally. [...] That’s nice to see, it gives me 
a little bubble of hope.” (Ida, quitter) 
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“And then I like this to discover and see, I mean it’s not only the destinations that is the goal 
but the whole trip. Because you jump off in different places and experience new 
environments. [...] food and drinks and watch old cities and churches. That’s the things I 
like, it’s me kind of.” (Kerstin, quitter)  

“It was such a revelation for me that it was possible and it was rather nice [to take the train 
to London]. It was something with time. And that it was a luxury.” (Malin) 
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 You don’t need to travel so far [...] You can find fun stuff closer. Finland is rather fascinating 
[...]. You go to the neighboring country and discover that, what the hell, it’s further away 
culturally than [...] You just pass the border and it’s something totally different.” (Jörgen) 

“Now it is maybe a bit more of a project to travel, even if that’s fun it means that you might 
travel more seldom and maybe not to places far away [...] and then you’ll have to sacrifice 
that.” (Stina, quitter)  

“I have said no to gigs, in January for example, one of my bands is touring to India, but then 
I said ’Sorry, I’m not coming’. So it has affected my economy but I simply choose to prioritize 
other jobs instead.” (John, quitter) 
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* coded at main theme 
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“We live in a very stressful society, most people experience some kind of information 
overload, it’s impressions from right and left and that you have to fly around everywhere to 
get around as quickly as possible. [...] Yet there is the alternative not to travel, or take the 
train or even bike or walk [...] sail. It’s extremely much slower than flying and I think you 
should highlight that as something positive. It’s not bad that it’s slow, it’s good.” (Johannes, 
reducer)  
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“My travelling has decreased a lot lately, but it’s also because I have a family and it’s 
expensive to travel with more people so to say.” (Jakob, quitter)  

“I can work on the train, I’m not a nurse, it’s more difficult with that kind of job. And I don’t 
have small kids that I have to get home to really quickly.” (Malin, reducer) 

“I told my boss that I don’t want to fly so much so we have to find another client for me in 
Sweden [...] So we had a look at that and found this one and now I’m on a long term 
contract.” (Sixten, reducer)   

“I travel a lot for work so I have no need to travel far on my vacation. My vacation is to be 
at home and do nothing special. [...]To travel is not high priority for me, it has always been 
a way to achieve something, which is music, my big passion in life.”  (John, quitter)  
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Appendix 8: Ethical Review – final review 
 

This is my revision of the Ethical Review submitted at the beginning of the thesis period 

(October 2017). 

In the Ethical Review, I stated that I will make 15-20 interviews plus a web questionnaire with 

approximately 200 participants. This was changed since my co-supervisor Matteo Giusti 

advised me that this mixed methods approach would have taken too long time for a master’s 

project. Instead, I interviewed 26 people and excluded the larger survey. This change of number 

of participants had no ethical implications. 

To recruit people who had not reduced flying through Facebook groups was more difficult than 

foreseen. Therefore, four persons were recruited among my own acquaintances. One I know 

personally and the three others are relatives of friends. None of these are in any kind of 

dependent relationship with me (or vice versa) and during these interviews I was extra careful 

to be neutral and objective.   

Considering confidentiality, one of the participants may be recognizable for members of one of 

the Facebook groups. I explained this to the interviewee, who consented that this would not be 

a problem.   

In a few cases where interviews were held via telephone or video, the consent form was not 

signed manually due to practical reasons. Instead these interviewees provided consent via  

e-mail, stating that they had taken part of the plain language statement.  

Apart from this, the Ethical Review has been followed.  

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


