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Desired or contested futures? Competing discourse-coalitions 
for sustainable aviation in Sweden
Emily Christley a* and Sara Ullström b*
aDepartment of Industrial Economics and Management, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, 
Sweden; bLund University Centre for Sustainability Studies (LUCSUS), Lund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The future of aviation is a growing subject of debate, with different 
actors promoting diverse discourses on climate mitigation and 
sustainability. We employ argumentative discourse analysis to 
explore competing discourses around the future of aviation in 
Sweden, focusing empirically on the aviation industry and the 
flight-free movement. Drawing on thirty interviews, one workshop, 
and forty-three documents, we show how these actor groups 
represent two discourse-coalitions that articulate opposing dis
courses on the future of aviation: ‘Green flying’ and ‘Staying on 
the ground’. Following a logic of (techno)solutionism, Green flying 
anticipates aviation to maintain a dominant role in society and 
assures that technological progress will overcome the sector’s cli
mate concerns in the future. Meanwhile, Staying on the ground 
follows a logic of prefiguration to demonstrate the desirability of an 
alternative and less aeromobile future, with actors embodying new 
norms and practices around avoiding flying in the present. The 
paper contributes to research in critical policy studies by demon
strating how actors with conflicting interests, values, and world
views imagine and engage with futures differently in their attempts 
to shape transition pathways and policy-making in the present.
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1. Introduction

Assumptions about the future are implicit within climate targets such as the Paris 
Agreement – a commitment to act to limit global temperature rise to well below 2°C 
and pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5°C (United Nations 2015). Such assumptions, includ
ing expectations about how the future should unfold and ways to get there, are influential 
in the present, informing climate policy and guiding orientations for action across all 
sectors of society (Hajer and Pelzer 2018; Mangnus et al. 2021). The ways in which the 
future is constructed, represented, and justified can both open up and close down the 
space and range of action (Hajer and Pelzer 2018; Knappe et al. 2019), thus shaping not 
only what is perceived as desirable, but also what is possible in terms of future worlds 

CONTACT Emily Christley emilych@kth.se Department of Industrial Economics and Management, KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology, Stockholm SE-100 44, Sweden
*Both authors contributed equally to this work.

CRITICAL POLICY STUDIES                                
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2024.2402785

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/ 
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly 
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or 
with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8923-1312
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1183-5196
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19460171.2024.2402785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-09-13


(Mangnus et al. 2021). While some representations of the future are dominant in the 
sense of guiding decision- and policy-making, alternative futures may challenge their 
dominance if succeeding in mobilizing actors around new pathways (Hajer and Pelzer  
2018). Hence, engagement with the future in the present, or more exactly futures,1 is 
a political act that ‘always entails a certain distribution of power and resources – and 
presupposes a form of ideological power’ (Mangnus et al. 2021, 7).

There are various approaches to studying climate futures. One important strand of 
futures-oriented research is scenario analysis (Muiderman et al. 2020), an approach 
commonly used to anticipate climate futures and assess different mitigation pathways 
(e.g. Kok et al. 2011; Mason-D’Croz et al. 2016). Scenarios of climate futures are generally 
assumed to provide policy-relevant insights and are increasingly taken up in the reports 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (van Beek et al. 2020). Yet climate 
scenarios tend to be based on a rather narrow set of assumptions which might close down 
alternative mitigation strategies (Braunreiter et al. 2021). Researchers have therefore 
called for critical investigation of the social and political dimensions and implications 
of different anticipatory approaches (Muiderman et al. 2020) and stressed the need to 
imagine ‘more pluralistic, diverse futures’ (Vervoort and Gupta 2018, 109).

Critical futures research pays specific attention to the social and political processes 
through which futures are produced and performed (Mangnus et al. 2021). Previous 
research has, for example, used scholarship on imaginaries to explore how visions of the 
future shape responses to, and policy around, climate change (Levy and Spicer 2013). The 
performativity of imagined climate futures is further explored in work on ‘techniques of 
futuring’, an analytical tool for examining the practices through which futures become 
enacted in the present (Hajer and Pelzer 2018; Oomen, Hoffman, and Hajer 2021). By 
critically interrogating the assumptions, values, and worldviews that shape how people 
anticipate and act upon the future (Mangnus et al. 2021), critical futures research high
lights the importance of imagining and analyzing alternative climate futures beyond 
those captured by scenarios and models (Hajer and Pelzer 2018; Muiderman et al. 2020).

One sector where the future is a growing subject of debate is aviation, with different 
actors promoting diverse discourses on climate mitigation and sustainability (Köves and 
Bajmócy 2022). Previous research has shown that dominant discourses construct the 
aviation sector as societally critical (Gössling and Peeters 2007; Howarth and Griggs  
2006) and present continued growth of air travel demand as inevitable (Griggs and 
Howarth 2023). The climate impact from air travel is not neglected in these discourses, 
but is argued to be marginal compared to other sectors (Gössling and Peeters 2007), and 
is assumed to be overcome by low-carbon technologies (Christley, Karakaya, and Urban  
2024; Peeters et al. 2016). However, recent work has highlighted the emergence of 
alternative discourses that instead promote solutions focused on reducing air travel 
demand, such as changes in travel behaviors (Kreil 2021; Ullström, Stripple, and 
Nicholas 2023). While a few studies have analyzed dominant pro-growth aviation dis
courses vis-á-vis alternative discourses on demand reductions (e.g. Griggs and Howarth  
2023; Ullström, Stripple, and Nicholas 2023), more research is needed to understand the 
argumentative struggles and conflicts across such discourses and their role in shaping the 
future of aviation.

In this paper, we examine competing discourses around the future of aviation in 
Sweden, where opposing ideas on the role of aviation in a sustainable society have 
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proliferated during the past decade. On the one hand, the aviation industry highlights the 
sector’s role in providing jobs, economic growth, and connectivity to argue for the 
importance of air travel now and in the future (Swedish Air Transport Society 2018). 
While acknowledging the need to mitigate aviation’s climate impact, and setting up 
a target to become fossil-free by 2045 (Swedish Air Transport Society 2018), their climate 
mitigation work is based on uncertain technological innovations in an early stage of 
development (Christley, Karakaya, and Urban 2024). On the other hand, arguments 
about the need to reduce flying have gained traction in public debate (Ullström, Stripple, 
and Nicholas 2023). Notably, Sweden is the birthplace of ‘flight shame’, a phenomena 
which has spread globally on social media (Becken et al. 2021) and given rise to a new 
environmental discourse of eco-shaming (Vandenhole, Bauler, and Block 2024). The 
concept of flight shame was coined in response to the rising problematization of air travel 
that started at the end of 2016, when the ‘flight-free movement’ began to form as an 
informal and diverse group of actors pledging to avoid flying because of climate concern 
(Ullström 2024). This recent development in Sweden shows that the discourses sur
rounding aviation are fragmented and in conflict as there are many ideas, beliefs, and 
interests involved from a multitude of actors across society as to how the future should 
unfold.

Drawing on argumentative discourse analysis (Hajer 1995), we analyze the storylines 
through which futures of aviation are represented in Sweden by actors in the aviation 
industry and the flight-free movement, as well as the contestation and conflicts around 
these storylines. We take a critical approach to the study of futures, based on the 
assumption that representations about futures have implications for policy choices in 
the present (Mangnus et al. 2021; Muiderman et al. 2020). Our empirical material 
consists of 30 interviews with actors in the aviation industry and the flight-free move
ment, one workshop with industry actors, and documentary material such as reports, 
policy documents, and media articles. We show that these actor groups represent two 
discourse-coalitions that articulate opposing discourses on the future of aviation, ‘Green 
flying’ and ‘Staying on the ground’,2 and highlight how they draw on differing logics to 
shape the future of aviation, one of (techno)solutionism (Green flying) and one of 
prefiguration (Staying on the ground). The paper contributes to research in critical 
policy studies by demonstrating how actors with conflicting interests, values, and world
views imagine and engage with futures differently in their attempts to shape transition 
pathways and policy-making in the present.

2. Theorizing representations of futures

The future is influential in the present, guiding decision-making at all levels from the 
individual to international organizations (Oomen, Hoffman, and Hajer 2021). Since the 
adoption of the Paris Agreement, scientific efforts to anticipate the future have increas
ingly informed global climate governance (Vervoort and Gupta 2018), with futures 
viewed ‘through the lens of scientific anticipation’ (Knappe et al. 2019, 893). Such 
anticipation largely relies on methods of scenario planning and modeling to explore 
climate-impacted futures and possible mitigation pathways (van Beek et al. 2020). 
Integrated assessment models have played a particularly influential and performative 
role in this science-policy interface, but are criticized for focusing on techno-economic 
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representations of futures (Braunreiter et al. 2021) and failing to imagine ‘future worlds 
beyond the limiting ideas of plausibility that are tied to the present’ (Muiderman et al.  
2020, 8). Such an approach ‘seeks to control and close the future’ (Inayatullah 2007, 1), 
with scenarios constructed as predictive tools focusing on what is likely rather than 
broader and potentially more transformative alternatives (Braunreiter et al. 2021).

In response to this critique, a critical approach to climate futures has been applied in 
an increasing number of studies, for example, in the exploration of their narrative 
construction (Asayama and Ishii 2017; Wittmayer et al. 2019), performativity (Hajer 
and Pelzer 2018), and visions for the future (Levy and Spicer 2013). These studies pay 
attention to the discursive aspects of climate futures which can ‘open up dialogue for 
exploring novel and alternative pathways’ (Muiderman et al. 2020, 13). For example, 
Asayama and Ishii (2017) discuss how narratives for futures influence technology devel
opment and policy enactment in the case of carbon capture and storage in Japan by 
describing what is attainable and prescribing what is desirable. Hajer and Pelzer (2018) 
draw on the concept of discourse to theorize how desirable futures can be enacted 
through staged events or performances (i.e. practices of bringing actors together around 
a shared vision of the future). Levy and Spicer (2013) highlight the role of discursive 
practices in mobilizing actors around a particular understanding of the future through an 
investigation of climate imaginaries,3 understood as ‘shared socio-semiotic system[s] of 
cultural values and meanings associated with climate change and appropriate economic 
responses.’ (ibid, 662).

As highlighted in these studies, a focus on discourse is important because the future 
does not exist in the ‘material’, but as representations of future states of development. Or 
as described by Tutton (2017), 483): ‘the future is real in so far as social actors produce 
representations of the future which have an effect on others’ actions in the present’. These 
representations act as prospective structures that shape orientation for action by provid
ing ‘a script of the future world’ (Van Lente and Rip 1998, 34). Discursive representations 
of futures are thus not merely abstract visions of something that does not yet exist, but are 
performative in shaping the present (Oomen, Hoffman, and Hajer 2021).

In our analysis of competing discourses around the future of aviation in Sweden, we 
draw on Hajer’s (1995) argumentative discourse analysis. Hajer (1995, 44) defines 
discourse as ‘an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorizations that are produced, 
reproduced and transformed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning 
is given to physical and social realities’. A discourse is thus a particular form of knowl
edge that shapes how things in the world are understood, which in turn influences how 
policy problems are acted upon (Hajer 2006). Acknowledging that many discourses exist 
simultaneously in a given debate, Hajer’s approach pays specific attention to the relation
ships between different discourses, such as how they overlap or compete in their 
representation of reality. To make sense of these relationships and the social and political 
effects produced by specific discourses, he offers the analytical framework of discourse- 
coalitions (Hajer 1995).

A discourse-coalition is ‘a group of actors that, in the context of an identifiable set of 
practices, shares the usage of a particular set of story lines over a particular period of time’ 
(Hajer 2005, 302, emphasis in original). Storylines are central in the formation of 
discourse-coalitions as they allow for an interpretation of meaning across actors. Hajer 
(1995, 65) defines storylines as ‘narratives on social reality through which elements from 
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many different domains are combined and that provide actors with a set of symbolic 
references that suggest a common understanding’. The actors involved in a discourse- 
coalition, be them academics, activists, lobbyists and/or legislators, each approach 
a problem with their own legitimate orientations, concerns and modes of speech, yet 
all appear to understand one another. Storylines provide a ‘“short hand” in discussions’ 
(Hajer 2006, 69), allowing actors from various institutional and ideological backgrounds 
to draw on a common understanding of reality. As different discourse-coalitions seek 
support for their storylines, they engage in an argumentative struggle over discursive 
dominance (Hajer 1995). According to Hajer, a discourse can be considered dominant 
when the storylines tied to it seemingly shape the way in which a problem is conceptua
lized, while also being stabilized and reflected through institutional arrangements, such 
as in policy documents or organizational practices (Hajer 2006).

3. Materials and methods

3.1. Research design

This paper builds on two previously conducted case studies, each focusing on a particular 
actor group seeking to influence the future of aviation in Sweden: the aviation industry 
(Christley, Karakaya, and Urban 2024) and the flight-free movement (Ullström 2024). 
Both case studies were conducted as part of separate research projects with different 
research designs and aims. The first explored expectations for sustainability transitions in 
Sweden’s aviation industry, focusing on the role of storylines in coordinating the 
activities of industry actors (Christley, Karakaya, and Urban 2024). The second examined 
how leading actors in Sweden’s flight-free movement experiment with and seek to diffuse 
alternative norms and practices around avoiding air travel (Ullström 2024). Through 
informal discussions between authors about the case studies, we came to understand that 
‘the future’ is always present within discourses on aviation, although represented in 
different and often opposing ways. This insight raised questions about the arguments 
and ideas that underpin particular representations about the future of aviation, and their 
implications in the present, which we decided to explore further in a joint analysis of the 
two cases.

3.2. Data collection

Our empirical material consists of 30 interviews with actors in the aviation industry and 
the flight-free movement, one workshop with industry actors, and documentary material 
published between 2016 and 2022,4 such as reports, policy documents, and media 
articles. The data was collected as part of the two case studies described above, with 
some additional documents collected for the purpose of this paper. A list of interview and 
workshop participants can be found in Appendix A, and a list of documents in 
Appendix B.

For the case of the aviation industry, the data includes 16 semi-structured interviews 
with 19 actors conducted between March and June 2021, an online workshop in 
September 2021 with 16 participants (half of which had been involved in the interviews), 
and various documents. The interviews lasted between 30 and 80 minutes (averaging 
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around 40 minutes), and the duration of the workshop was three hours. All were 
conducted in English. Actors were selected based on their knowledge and work in the 
Swedish aviation industry and included representatives from two airlines, four airports, 
four aircraft fuel suppliers, an aircraft engineering company, six actors from industrial 
networks and consultancies, seven actors from industry-led research projects, three 
academic researchers focusing on aviation and industrial transformations, and one 
representative from the Swedish Transport Agency. The interviews focused on actors’ 
expectations for the future of aviation, fossil-free innovation and their challenges and 
opportunities. In the workshop, participants were divided into three groups and asked to 
reflect on their visions for the future of aviation in parallel break-out groups. Documents 
include industry roadmaps and reports from industrial networks including the Swedish 
Air Transport Society and Fossil-Free Aviation 2045 as well as policy documents from 
Swedish government ministries, and 18 media articles from highly circulated Swedish 
newspapers.5

For the flight-free movement, the data includes 14 semi-structured interviews with 15 
key actors who have played an important role for (re)producing views around avoiding 
flying in public debate, as well as additional documents illustrating the wider circulation 
of these views. The interviews were conducted between June and September 2022 and 
lasted 30–80 minutes (averaging around one hour). They focused on actors’ engagement 
for reduced flying, their visions and aspirations for the future of flying, as well as broader 
reflections on climate change and sustainability. The actors were selected based on their 
central role in the flight-free movement, either through engagement in organizations and 
groups promoting reduced flying, or in other ways advocating avoiding flying. This 
included five activists from We Stay on the Ground, an organization founded in 2018 
with the aim to change norms around flying, particularly through campaigns and other 
awareness-raising activities; four people advocating avoiding flying in Swedish news 
media by pledging to stop flying themselves; and six people promoting alternatives to 
flying (trains in particular) through their lifestyles and on social media, for instance by 
sharing stories or advice in the Facebook group ‘Train vacation’ (Tågsemester). Direct 
quotations from the interviews have been translated from Swedish to English and sent to 
the interviewees prior to publishing. Documents include online and printed materials by 
We Stay on the Ground, such as the guide ‘We need to talk about aviation’, the brochure 
‘Join the movement!’, and the booklet ‘Let’s talk aviation!’, and 11 media articles from 
highly circulated Swedish newspapers.6

3.3. Data analysis

Our analysis was guided by Hajer’s (1995) discourse-coalition framework, focusing on 
the storylines through which futures of aviation are discursively represented in Sweden 
and the contestation and conflicts around these storylines. To identify storylines, we 
looked for frequently repeated arguments and statements about the future of aviation and 
interpreted their core messages, particularly focusing on actors’ visions for desirable 
futures and ideas for how to get there. For example, industry actors commonly high
lighted the societal benefits of aviation and the sector’s role in contributing to Sweden’s 
climate goals, which we interpreted as a storyline about how aviation serves as a puzzle 
piece in a sustainable society. By contrast, actors in the flight-free movement argued that 
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current levels of aviation are incompatible with climate goals, which we interpreted as 
a storyline about the importance of reduced air travel in the transition to a sustainable 
society. We coded an initial set of storylines for each case separately and then discussed 
and compared storylines across the two cases. While we did not assume that actors from 
the two groups were part of separate discourse-coalitions, their storylines were clearly 
depicting different futures. Thus, we interpreted the actor groups to represent two 
competing discourse-coalitions that we labeled ‘Green flying’ for the aviation industry 
and ‘Staying on the ground’ for the flight-free movement. Having determined these 
discourse-coalitions, we repeated the reading of the material and refined the storylines to 
better reflect the main ideas and perspectives of each actor group, which resulted in four 
storylines for each discourse-coalition; two representing their desired future and two 
centering on solutions for how to achieve this future. To understand the contestation 
around these storylines, we compared the two discourse-coalitions with a specific focus 
on topics that were discussed by actors from both Green flying and Staying on the 
ground, but where their opinions and arguments differed. For example, actors from both 
discourse-coalitions discussed the role of technology in the future of aviation, but had 
different views about the potential of technology to make aviation sustainable, which we 
interpreted as a conflict between them.

4. Results

We identified two discourse-coalitions articulating competing discourses around the 
future of aviation in Sweden. While ‘Green flying’ supports the continued reproduction 
of aviation for the transport of people and goods across the globe, ‘Staying on the ground’ 
highlights the unsustainability of aviation and argues that flying must be reduced to avoid 
a climate crisis. Actors in each discourse-coalition draw upon storylines to define and 
shape the future of aviation, while contesting the storylines of the other. They particularly 

Figure 1. Illustration of competing discourse-coalitions for the future of aviation in Sweden. The black 
lines represent the discourse-coalitions. The labels in italics show their dominant storylines, with 
solutions illustrated to the left and visions of the future to the right. The red labels demonstrate the 
main conflicts between the discourse-coalitions.
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disagree about the role of aviation for people and society, the potential of technology to 
make aviation sustainable, and the need for behavioral changes. An overview of the 
results is illustrated in Figure 1.

4.1. Storylines about the future of aviation

4.1.1. Green flying
The desired future of Green flying is expressed through two interrelated storylines, 
emphasizing that continued growth of aviation is an important puzzle piece in 
a sustainable society. Aviation is believed to have substantial societal benefits nationally 
and globally, through the transport of goods and people and access it entails, which is 
seen to motivate the continued growth of aviation. As one actor explained: ‘A two-and 
-a-half kilometer road will take you only two-and-a-half kilometers, whereas a runway 
can take you to the other side of the world’ (GF2). Views around air travel as fundamental 
for society – now and into the future – are explicit in the industry roadmap for 
sustainable aviation published in 2018 as part of the government initiative ‘Fossil-Free 
Sweden’. The roadmap outlines the necessity of aviation as follows:

The world’s economy is now global . . . Families and friends are spread all over the world and 
goods and services are traded all over the globe. A prerequisite for this is that physical 
distances can be bridged in a reasonably short time. Flying is, and will for a long time to 
come, be the mode of transport that can offer long-distance accessibility within a reasonable 
travel time. (Swedish Air Transport Society 2018, 7)

While actors in Green flying acknowledge the climate impact of air travel, aviation is 
believed to play an important role as a puzzle piece in a sustainable society, contributing to 
Sweden’s ambition to become the world’s first fossil-free welfare state by 2045. The 
aviation industry has a self-set target in line with this ambition, first announced in the 
industry roadmap for sustainable aviation: ‘the goal is to achieve fossil-free domestic 
aviation by 2030 and fossil-free aviation both domestically and internationally by 2045’ 
(Swedish Air Transport Society 2018, 6). The roadmap was further extended in the report 
‘Fossil-Free Aviation 2045’, in which actors from across the aviation industry collabo
rated in foresight analysis to develop a vision of a society where fossil-free aviation has 
been achieved (Al-Ghussein Norrman and Talalasova 2021). The vision encapsulates the 
desired future of Green flying, highlighting the role of aviation in Sweden’s climate 
transition:

The year 2045 marked the final destination in Sweden’s journey towards fossil-fuel freedom. 
Sweden becomes the world’s first fossil-free social welfare country, and the transformation 
of the aviation industry was an essential piece of the puzzle on the journey to the goal. (Al- 
Ghussein Norrman and Talalasova 2021, 16)

To achieve fossil-free aviation, actors in Green flying promote technology development, 
reproducing a storyline in which improvements to energy efficiency and innovation in 
fossil-free technologies overcome the climate impact of air travel. They especially high
light that the challenge facing aviation is its current reliance on fossil-based jet fuels, 
rather than the practice of air travel itself. As new technologies are developed, flying is 
believed to become ‘one of the environmentally friendly ways of transporting yourself in 
the future’ (GF14). The storyline about technology development covers every alternative 
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for fossil-free air travel and industry actors believe aviation will have ‘a mix of everything 
in the future’ (GF5). As one actor described:

We are talking about a refinement in the existing technology at first . . . and then we will see 
sustainable aviation fuels being used in larger volumes than today. We will see electric 
aircraft and a range of hydrogen aircraft coming to the market, with variations between 
these technologies. And this is going to happen in our lifetime. (GF4)

To support innovation and ensure that the industry will meet their target for fossil-free 
aviation, actors in Green flying emphasize the need for policy support. This storyline is 
reflected in the industry roadmap in the proposals described as necessary for achieving 
fossil-free aviation, each directed at gaining support from policymakers: i) decide on the 
direction of government investment into fossil-free fuel production; ii) build and com
municate a public target for the transition to fossil-free aviation; iii) set aside funds for 
research and development for fossil-free fuels and technologies; iv) review the fee and 
support system currently in place for aviation; v) procure fossil-free fuels for all public air 
travel in Sweden (Swedish Air Transport Society 2018, 10). These proposals tie into 
arguments about how ‘the government needs to step up’ (GF14) to provide ‘proactive 
long-term policy in order to reduce the risks of major technology investments’ (GF12). 
Notably, actors in Green flying express frustration at the limited support the aviation 
industry has received from policymakers, despite its importance in society, often high
lighting how the road and rail industries receive substantial public support. As one actor 
explained, ‘we finance our own infrastructure and manage ourselves, but if we compare it 
to road and rail, they are a large part of the state budget’ (GF10).

4.1.2. Staying on the ground
The discourse-coalition of Staying on the ground challenges the idea that aviation should 
continue to grow. The desired future is expressed through two interrelated storylines, one 
that highlights reduced air travel as critical in the transition to a sustainable society and 
one that presents a vision of a good life beyond flying. Stressing the urgency of the climate 
crisis, the storyline about reduced air travel centers around arguments about how current 
levels of aviation ‘does not fit into any climate budget’ (SoG12). Lifestyle changes focused 
on avoiding air travel play a key role in this storyline, which portrays flying as a luxury 
and an expression of an ‘unsustainable culture’ (SoG12). Some forms of flying are 
pointed out as especially unnecessary and easily avoidable, such as trips substitutable 
by other modes of transport or for pleasure purposes only. As one actor said:

In the middle of a global crisis, we are causing emissions for fun . . . This [leisure flying] is 
not something we have to do. Not in a crisis. It should be a no brainer not to cause emissions 
for fun . . . this is just a luxury thing we are doing. (SoG12)

The storyline about a good life beyond flying connects these ideas to a vision about 
broader cultural change, especially highlighting the need to create new ways of life that 
have ‘significantly lower impact on the climate’ (SoG11). Stressing values beyond con
sumerism, such as spending time in nature and ‘being more engaged in the local 
community’ (SoG11), arguments about the possibility to ‘live a good life and abstain 
from leisure flying’ (SoG3) is key in this storyline. As one actor said: ‘We can still travel in 
other ways, we can explore a lot of things close by, we can spend time with friends and 
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family, you can really experience things without flying’ (SoG2). The booklet ‘Let’s talk 
aviation!’ by We Stay on the Ground, which is intended to support conversations about 
aviation and climate, explicitly highlights the need to tie arguments about avoiding flying 
to a positive and desirable future:

The focus is often on all the sacrifices we have to make to reduce emissions, but the fact is 
that we also have a lot to gain. Climate transition would give us a society with better health, 
less stress and more time for relationships and interests. (We Stay on the Ground 2022, 8)

To achieve a future with reduced flying, the discourse-coalition of Staying on the ground 
presents low-carbon travel alternatives as an important part of the solution. This storyline 
highlights the need for both lifestyle and policy changes focused on making it easier, 
cheaper, and more desirable to choose sustainable modes of transport, both for national 
and international travel. Train travel in particular is described as having many benefits, 
not only for the climate but also for the travel experience. As one actor said: ‘With the 
train you can experience so much more during a trip than you do by plane . . . it gives 
more freedom in the journey’ (SoG1). Views around train travel as a desirable and 
exciting alternative to flying are reflected by the concept of ‘train brag’ (tågskryt), coined 
by a journalist in 2019 to describe how people have started to boast about traveling long 
distances by train (Karlsten 2019). Although ‘train brag’ is focused on lifestyle changes, 
actors in Staying on the ground also highlight the need for political measures to facilitate 
a shift in travel norms, such as cheaper train tickets, a more interconnected railway 
network across Europe, new night train routes, and better booking systems. One actor 
said: ‘Imagine if you could book the train straight to Barcelona, and in the best case 
without too many changes’ (SoG6).

Beyond shifting to more sustainable modes of transport, actors in Staying on the 
ground advocate for a more fundamental change of current travel norms and highlight 
the importance of traveling less overall. This storyline points to the need to shift percep
tions of long-distance travel as a high-status practice and instead ‘create local lives that 
are good enough so that one doesn’t feel the need to travel so much’ (SoG5). It is not 
about giving up traveling completely, nor about shaming people who fly, but rather 
showing that a different way of life is both possible and desirable. As one actor said: ‘It is 
easy to get blinded and think that you have to travel so incredibly far to see amazing 
things and to learn and develop, when in fact you can do it locally’ (SoG10).

4.2. Discursive conflicts between storylines

The storylines associated with Green flying and Staying on the ground show that the 
future of aviation is contested in Sweden. Although both discourse-coalitions acknowl
edge the climate impact of air travel, they each have different aspirations for the future 
and conflicting ideas for how to achieve sustainable aviation.

4.2.1. Role of aviation for people and society
Green flying and Staying on the ground illustrate a tension between the ambition for 
continued growth in air travel and the desire for slower and more sustainable lifestyles. 
For actors in Green flying, it is of utmost importance to maintain ‘the various functions 
that aviation plays in society’ (GF4) given how aviation has been instrumental in creating 
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the global and interconnected society of today. They see aviation as fundamental for the 
organization of current social, economic, and political systems and argue that it would be 
very difficult to reduce air travel because ‘we live in a global world now’ (GF3). Green 
flying assumes highly mobile lifestyles to be aspirational with claims that ‘people want to 
travel’ (GF16), thus reproducing norms around frequent flying.

Actors in Staying on the ground criticize this focus on aviation growth because ‘we 
must put all our efforts into reducing emissions’ (SoG9). In line with this critique, 
research has highlighted the unsustainability of aviation’s current business model 
(Gössling and Humpe 2023) and the potential of demand reductions to rapidly reduce 
aviation emissions in line with the Paris Agreement (Bows-Larkin 2015; Klöwer et al.  
2021). While effective demand management policies currently are lacking in Sweden and 
internationally (Larsson et al. 2019), the storylines used by the flight-free movement shed 
light on the largely overlooked question of demand. By highlighting intersecting perso
nal, environmental, and societal benefits of reduced air travel, these storylines move 
beyond the logic of existing economies and consumer cultures to promote an alternative 
and less aeromobile future. They highlight finding pleasure closer to home, embracing 
a lifestyle in line with climate goals, and, as described in one early debate article, 
safeguarding ‘humanity’s future welfare and survival’ (Anderson et al. 2017). In this 
way, Staying on the ground aligns with and reproduces the ‘sustainable lifestyles’ 
imaginary previously identified by Levy and Spicer (2013), which builds on a vision of 
a local and less materialistic way of life outside the bonds of the current growth-oriented 
and consumerist society.

4.2.2. Potential of technology
Technological solutions are often presented as a way to avoid changes in lifestyle patterns 
and economic structures, which may appear threatening to business actors and consu
mers (Levy and Spicer 2013). Actors in Green flying are optimistic about technology and 
believe that fossil-free aviation will play ‘a role in the net-zero emission targets of Sweden’ 
(GF1). They anticipate that the rate of technology development will accelerate ‘because 
that’s what Sweden wants, it’s what the European Union wants, and it’s what the world 
wants’ (GF4). Expectations about technological innovation are long-held within the 
aviation industry (Gössling and Peeters 2007) and largely shape ongoing sustainability 
efforts (Köves and Bajmócy 2022). The belief that technology development will deliver 
a sustainable future is central in the ecological modernization discourse (Hajer 1995) 
which currently dominates climate policy-making (Lamb et al. 2020). It also forms the 
basis of Levy and Spicer’s (2013) ‘techno-market’ imaginary, which presents a future in 
which economic growth is decoupled from environmental degradation through the 
implementation of low-carbon technologies and market measures.

Although actors in Staying on the ground recognize the need for innovation, they 
argue that the rate of technology development will be insufficient to prevent a climate 
crisis, highlighting that ‘climate-neutral aviation is far away’ (Anderson et al. 2017) 
and ‘we cannot solve today’s problems with tomorrow’s technology’ (SoG8). In 
stressing the length of time it will take to develop fossil-free technologies for aviation, 
Staying on the ground counters a common discourse of climate delay which promotes 
incremental and often ineffective solutions in order to maintain existing power 
structures and practices (Lamb et al. 2020). According to Staying on the ground, 
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‘technology will not save us’ (SoG12), but must be complemented by behavioral and 
lifestyle changes.

4.2.3. Behavioral change
According to Green flying, there is no need for people to limit their air travel because 
innovation in fossil-free technologies will be sufficient to make aviation a sustainable 
mode of transport. As one actor explained, ‘we are talking about reducing the climate 
impact of aviation, not reducing flying’ (GF3). Actors in Green flying associate changes in 
air travel behavior with the feeling of flight shame, which they argue will diminish as air 
travel becomes sustainable: ‘you don’t have to feel flight shame. You can feel good when 
you fly’ (GF9). This belief is reproduced in public discourse, with actors from across the 
aviation industry publishing opinion pieces and open letters in response to the growing 
problematization of flying in public debate. Headlines include ‘Time to replace flying 
shame with flying wisdom’ (Holmbergh Jacobsson 2019a), and ‘Don’t shame flying – 
stopping flying is not the solution’ (Holmbergh Jacobsson 2019b).

However, actors in Staying on the ground do not intend to spread flight shame, but 
rather to highlight ‘positive views on what kind of future and world we want’ (SoG2). The 
guide ‘We need to talk about aviation’, which presents responses to the most common 
arguments used to defend flying, expresses frustration with the debate about flight 
shame:

The aim of encouraging people to give up flying isn’t to shame them, but rather to get more 
people to realize how serious the climate crisis is and how important their own actions 
are . . . By saying that those of us who don’t fly and urge others to go flight-free are spreading 
‘flight shame’, the responsibility for any discomfort is shifted onto those of us who take 
responsibility for our common future. (Rosén 2022, 41)

By conflating changes in air travel behavior with flight shame, Green flying fails to 
acknowledge the deep-rooted desire of Staying on the ground to change the existing 
socio-economic paradigm that extends far beyond the practice of flying and feelings of 
shame.

5. Discussion and conclusion

Drawing on Hajer’s (1995) argumentative discourse analysis, this paper examined two 
discourse-coalitions that articulate opposing discourses on the future of aviation in 
Sweden: Green flying and Staying on the ground. Based on interview and workshop 
data with actors from the aviation industry and the flight-free movement, and additional 
documentary material, the analysis focused on the storylines through which futures of 
aviation are represented by each discourse-coalition, and the contestation and conflicts 
around these storylines. Green flying anticipates aviation to maintain a dominant role as 
a necessary and appreciated mode of transport that contributes to uphold the existing 
socio-economic paradigm, while Staying on the ground imagines an alternative future 
where air travel is reduced and no longer seen as a desirable norm and practice. The 
discourse-coalitions compete to shape the future of aviation, with conflicting ideas about 
the role of aviation for people and society, the potential of technology to make aviation 
sustainable, and the need for behavioral changes. The paper contributes to research in 
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critical policy studies, and literature on climate futures more broadly, by demonstrating 
how actors with conflicting interests, values, and worldviews imagine and engage with 
futures differently. The specific contribution is twofold.

Firstly, our analysis highlights fundamental conflicts regarding what is represented as 
a desirable future for aviation in the context of the climate crisis. The discursive conflicts 
we identified are indicative of a deeper contention surrounding climate policy and modes 
of organizing social, economic, and political systems more generally. Green flying 
legitimizes hypermobility, which has been argued to be a symptom of ‘liquid modernity’ 
(Bauman 2007). Liquid modernity is characterized by the constant change, imperma
nence and uncertainty of modern life, ‘fuelled by individualism in a globalized world 
shaped by global, hypermobile elites, who frequently change places of work, residence 
and social networks’ (Cohen and Gössling 2015, 1663). Staying on the ground pushes 
back against pressures to reproduce hypermobile lifestyles and proposes a future that is 
not conditional on aeromobility, thus offering an alternative to the ever-increasing pace 
of life that has become characteristic of contemporary globalized society. As highlighted 
in previous research, such an alternative can offer more diverse and sustainable solutions 
for the aviation sector (Köves and Bajmócy 2022), including sufficiency-oriented solu
tions (Griggs and Howarth 2023) that might contribute to breaking out of ‘the imagina
tive hegemony of established [socio-economic] paradigms’ (Prainsack 2022, 26).

Secondly, our analysis highlights two different logics through which discourses on the 
future of aviation are enacted in practice to shape transition pathways and policy-making 
in the present. Actors promoting Green flying draw upon a logic of (techno)solutionism 
to sustain their promise about sustainable aviation. Solutionism refers to the belief that all 
problems have ‘clearly identifiable, discrete ‘solutions’ (Stein 2024, 172) which are 
primarily found through technological innovation. For example, Green flying argues 
that technologies that do not yet exist (e.g. hydrogen-based fuels), or are in an early state 
of development (e.g. electric aircraft, sustainable aviation fuels), will make aviation fossil- 
free in the future. Such claims have been problematized in research as ‘technology myths’ 
that overstate the realistic potential of technological fixes to avoid other types of action 
(Peeters et al. 2016), and thus reproduce ‘a fantasmatic narrative of sustainable aviation’ 
(Griggs and Howarth 2023, 153). Nevertheless, Green flying is being institutionalized in 
Sweden as the promise for technology development is enacted in present climate policy 
for aviation. In 2021, the Swedish government mandated jet fuel suppliers to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions through the blend-in of sustainable aviation fuels (Ministry of 
Infrastructure 2021). And, in 2023, the government announced a decision to invest SEK 
15 million annually (approximately EUR 1.3 million) in research for electric aircraft 
(Government of Sweden 2023). However well intentioned, the anticipation of such 
technological solutions relies on a limited scope of climate futures that ‘reinscribes the 
present’ (Inayatullah 1990, 1) and reproduces discourses of ecological modernization 
(Hajer 1995). As argued in previous research, such discourses tend to promote non- 
transformative solutions that are assumed to bring about emissions reductions in the 
future rather than today, thus leading to a delay in climate action (Lamb et al. 2020).

Actors promoting Staying on the ground instead engage with the future through 
a logic of prefiguration, meaning that they enact their envisioned future in the present 
by living the changes they desire (Yates 2015). More specifically, they do not merely argue 
for specific changes or policy actions, but actively embody their storylines of a sustainable 
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future in the present (see also Ullström 2024). As argued in previous research, storylines 
‘can function as practical guidelines providing general principles and concrete examples 
for the kind of activities and practices that help creating, shaping and thus prefiguring 
a desired, alternative future in the current world’ (Wittmayer et al. 2019, 9). By offering ‘a 
vision of what our societies would look like in a better world’ (Prainsack 2022, 22), 
Staying on the ground challenges existing socio-economic paradigms and the futures 
perceived as desirable, and even imaginable, in policy-making of the present. Recent 
policy developments in Sweden suggests that the storylines of Staying on the ground 
have, to some extent, started to gain influence. For example, new international sleeper 
trains were introduced in 2021 following a decision from the government aimed at 
connecting Sweden with European cities and stimulating climate-friendly travel 
(Ministry of Infrastructure 2020). The City of Malmö (Sweden’s third largest city) 
recently implemented a new travel policy aimed at limiting flights (Malmö Stad 2021), 
and the large nonprofit fitness organization Friskis&Svettis has decided to ban flying in 
their fitness vacation packages (Friskis&Svettis 2022). The adoption of these policies 
shows that Staying on the ground is starting to gain legitimacy in political and public 
discourse, thus challenging industry expectations about the future growth of air travel.

Our results suggest that storylines about alternative futures that go beyond the current 
modes of organizing social, economic, and political systems can gain credibility and even 
begin to shape policy-making. However, in building on two previously conducted case 
studies, our analysis is limited to Sweden and explores only two actor groups: the aviation 
industry and the flight-free movement. Expanding the scope of actors included in the 
analysis, for example, to policymakers and/or consumers of air travel, may suggest 
additional discourse-coalitions that may have been overlooked in this paper. Such 
extended analysis could thus allow for a more nuanced understanding of the different 
discourses on the future of aviation and a further refinement of storylines. Further work 
could also examine discourses around the future of aviation beyond Sweden, taking 
a broader geographical scope to explore similarities and differences between countries. 
Lastly, this work could be extended by engaging more explicitly in the construction of 
alternative futures to ‘generate shared realities that have mobilizing power in the present’ 
(Mangnus et al. 2021, 5). For example, further work could draw on ‘techniques of 
futuring’ (Hajer and Pelzer 2018; Oomen, Hoffman, and Hajer 2021) as a tool to 
collectively co-create new futures for aviation by bringing actors with different interests, 
values, and worldviews together around imagined futures.

Notes

1. We follow the terminology of Mangnus et al. (2021, 2) referring to ‘futures’ when discussing 
representations of time later-than-now, which are infinite in number, and ‘the future’ when 
in relation to an individual understanding or framing of a particular future.

2. We named this discourse-coalition based on a previous study by Ullström, Stripple, and 
Nicholas (2023) which identified ‘Staying on the ground’ as an emerging discourse around 
avoiding flying in Sweden.

3. Levy and Spicer (2013) build on Jessop’s (2010, 344) definition of imaginaries as ‘semiotic 
systems that frame individuals subjects’ lived experience of an inordinately complex world 
and/or inform collective calculation about that world’.

14 E. CHRISTLEY AND S. ULLSTRÖM



4. We excluded documents published before 2016, which previous research has identified as 
the year when Staying on the ground emerged as a discourse in Sweden (Ullström, Stripple, 
and Nicholas 2023).

5. The original case study included 63 media articles (see Christley, Karakaya, and Urban  
2024). We excluded 14 articles that were published before 2016, and 31 articles that covered 
specific topics or events rather than general views on the future of aviation, which gave us 
a sample of 18 articles.

6. The original case study included 10 media articles (see Ullström 2024). We excluded four 
articles that were not relevant for the purpose of this study, and added five articles drawn 
from our previous knowledge on the topic, which gave us a sample of 11 articles.
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Appendix A

List of interview and workshop participants

Label Description of participant Type of data

Green flying
GF1 Researcher in transport system at a Swedish university Workshop
GF2 Manager of sustainable aviation fuel distributor in Sweden Interview and 

workshop
GF3 Sustainability and environment manager at airport operator Workshop
GF4 Representative from member organization for the Swedish transport industry Interview and 

workshop
GF5 Sustainability manager and pilot for a charter airline Interview
GF6 R&D project leader for the development of electric aviation Interview
GF7 R&D project leader for the development of electric aviation Interview
GF8 R&D project leader for the development of electric aviation Interview
GF9 R&D project leader for the development of electric aviation Interview
GF10 Consultant specialist in sustainable aviation Interview and 

workshop
GF11 Airline sustainability manager Interview and 

workshop
GF12 Sustainability strategist in major airport Interview
GF13 Sustainability strategist in major airport Interview and 

workshop
GF14 Regional airport manager in Northern Sweden Interview
GF15 Manager in biofuels producer in Sweden Interview
GF16 Manager in global biofuels producer and distributor with operations in Sweden Workshop
GF17 Project leader in the development of hydrogen for transport in Sweden Workshop
GF18 Project leader for sustainability in regional airports in Sweden Interview and 

workshop
GF19 Former pilot and consultant specialist in sustainable aviation Interview and 

workshop
GF20 R&D project leader in aviation Interview
GF21 Consultant specialist in sustainable aviation and former manager of sustainable aviation 

fuel distributor in Sweden
Interview

GF22 Representative from member organization for the Swedish aerospace industry Interview and 
workshop

GF23 R&D project leaders for the development of electric aviation Interview
GF24 Researcher in industrial transformation at a Swedish university Workshop
GF25 Researcher in aviation at a Swedish university Workshop
GF26 Engineer in aircraft component manufacturer Workshop
GF27 Policy advisor in government transport agency Workshop

Staying on the ground
SoG1 Active in the Train vacation group and other initiatives promoting train travel as an 

alternative to flying
Interview

SoG2 Founder of We Stay on the Ground. Interview
SoG3 Campaigner for We Stay on the Ground. Interview
SoG4 Active in the Train vacation group, advocates train travel as an alternative to flying in the 

public debate (e.g. blog posts, opinion pieces).
Interview

SoG5 Campaigner for We Stay on the Ground. Interview
SoG6 Active in the Train vacation group, gives public talks about long-distance train travel. Interview
SoG7 Campaigner for We Stay on the Ground. Interview
SoG8 Climate activist with engagement in initiatives against flying and member of We Stay on 

the Ground.
Interview

SoG9 Leading role in the media debate around avoiding flying. Interview
SoG10 Leading role in the media debate around avoiding flying. Interview
SoG11 Leading role in the media debate around avoiding flying. Interview
SoG12 Leading role in the media debate around avoiding flying. Interview
SoG13 Engaged in an environmental organization, promoted sustainable travel alternatives in 

the public debate.
Interview

SoG14 Founder of the Train vacation group. Interview
SoG15 Former travel writer who stopped flying and started to promote (and practice) 

sustainable travel alternatives.
Interview
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