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Abstract 
	  
This thesis adds a complex account to existing climate change engagement 

literature, which captures the ways that interactions with, and interpretations of, 

climate change emerge across the spaces and practices of day-to-day life. 

 

The empirical research for this thesis was based in Penryn and Falmouth, two 

small adjoining coastal towns located in the county of Cornwall, in the 

southwest of the UK. Fieldwork across a number of sites including schools, 

community groups and the local fishery engaged participants in a wide variety 

of research interactions. A combination of ethnographic and autoethnographic 

techniques were applied to produce complex, nuanced and personal accounts 

of interactions with and reflections on climate change that emerged in a day-to-

day context.  

 

This study employed the innovative use of a personal research archive to 

facilitate the process of sense making across a body of highly detailed and 

contextual data. Through the use of thematic coding, links between data 

collected in diverse research encounters has been drawn together to produce 

meaningful narratives of climate change engagement in day-to-day life. These 

narratives capture the adaptive, imperfectly situated and inconsistent 

engagement responses that emerge as a result of the challenging nature of 

climate change and the inevitable, multiple pressures of the day-to-day context.  

 

The research approach taken in this study, and the findings set out in the thesis 

make contributions to three main areas of climate change engagement 

literature. Firstly, it explores the way that climate change is situated and 

understood in the context of day-to-day life. Secondly, it considers the 

implications of conceptualising climate change engagement as either a 

‘process’ or a ‘state’. Finally, it extends existing analysis of ‘barriers to 

engagement’, locating them within the complexity of the day-to-day context and 

identifying them as part of essential interpretive iterations of engagement. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Overview  
	  
This project offers a complex scholarly and personal account of the fleeting and 

illusive nature of climate change engagement in the context of day-to-day life. In 

this context climate change engagement becomes a matter of momentary 

details; a question of whether to put the washing in the tumble dryer, to drive or 

walk to work or an individual’s decision to try and reduce the food miles of the 

produce they consume.  

 

The banality of the spaces and activities in which day-to-day life is performed 

belies their importance to our understanding of climate change engagement. My 

focus on these spaces of practice marks a shift into the epistemic domain of the 

day-to-day through which I hope to make a productive contribution to research 

on the way that knowledge of climate change is produced and interpreted.  

 

In this thesis I assert that the combined spaces of home, work and leisure 

(which form the broader sphere in which the practices and performances of the 

day-to-day life occur) are a legitimate and significant epistemic sphere for the 

interpretation of climate change engagement. My examination of climate 

change engagement in the context of day-to-day life has generated a complex, 

meaningful and personal account of climate change engagement in day-to-day 

life from which three major empirical insights into the nature of personal 

engagement with climate change can be drawn: 

 

1. Climate change engagement processes become momentarily visible in 

day-to-day decisions and actions. 

 

2. Climate change engagement is imperfectly realised in day-to-day life and 

shaped by the circumstances in which it emerges. 
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3. Climate change engagement can be meaningfully and usefully 

understood as personal, frequently moral and underpinned by belief in 

the issue. 

 

Building on the insights these characteristics offer into processes of climate 

change engagement, I complete the thesis by offering some initial ideas on key 

elements of a day-to-day epistemology of climate change engagement.  

 

These contributions offer a nuanced understanding of climate change 

engagement that enhances academic understanding of the processes and 

mechanisms of engagement with this complex issue. The findings of this thesis 

contribute and deepen existing socially and culturally located accounts of 

climate change engagement. However in this thesis I have also been mindful of 

other significant dimensions of climate change engagement that are more 

focused on creating and measuring behavioural and attitudinal responses (see 

for example Kollmus and Agyeman, 2002; Lorenzoni et al. 2007; Pidgeon et al., 

2008). In particular I am interested in the way that the findings of this thesis can 

contribute to academic discourses around issues such as ‘barriers to 

engagement’ with climate change (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 2007; 

O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009).  

 

The perspective on climate change engagement that this thesis offers is the 

product of a combination of multi-sited ethnography (see for example Marcus, 

1995) and autoethnography (see for example Spinney, 2009). As I will explore 

in greater depth in the literature review, cultural geography provides a wealth of 

work that uses ethnography to unpick the minutiae of the day-to-day (see for 

example Lorimer, 2005). Culturally and socially embedded interpretations of 

climate change engagement for example in relation to practices of consumption 

in the home (see for example Shove 2010a; 2012b), environmental meanings 

and information (see for example Burgess, 1990; Hobson, 2003; 2011) and the 

home as a space for exploring environmental identities (see for example 

Marres, 2009) have provided the foundations upon which this project and its 

approach are built. This thesis makes a novel contribution to this work, adding 
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an account of engagement focused on the personal and the individual that 

stretches across the day-to-day spaces of both home, work and play. 

 

1.2 Climate Change Engagement  
 
The focus of this thesis is the exploration and interrogation of climate change 

engagement. In the literature review I will explore different definitions of climate 

change engagement, and consider their effect on the academic community’s 

identification and interpretation of engagement phenomena. 

 

At the outset of the project I identified a working definition of engagement that I 

used as a practical and conceptual starting point for my research. This identified 

climate change engagement as any process through which climate change can 

be interpreted or communicated by an individual. 

 

The loose and inclusive nature of this definition was intentional, as I did not 

want to make any assumptions about the form or nature of engagement 

processes in the context of day-to-day life. In the empirical parts of the study I 

used this inclusive definition of engagement to locate examples of climate 

change engagement that may have been previously overlooked when existing 

academic definitions of engagement have been applied.  

1.3 Climate Change  
	  
Politicians, policy makers and scientists have largely reached consensus that 

climate change is one of the great problems of our age. As such climate change 

has become important beyond the scientific context in which it was originally 

identified, labelled and understood.  

 

A particular problem arises from the transfer of climate change from scientific to 

social contexts. It stems from the difficulties in the translation of climate 

change’s scientific and statistical ontologies to different epistemological 

domains in which its effects are relevant. These include, inter-alia, social 

science, policy and most importantly for this project, day-to-day life.  
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As the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report describes, climate change is a 

‘statistical description in terms of the mean and variability of relevant quantities 

over a period of time ranging from months to thousands or millions of years’ 

(IPCC, 2007: 78; quoted in Brace and Geoghegan 2011: 291); essentially it’s a 

statistical phenomenon with an associated statistical ontology. When climate 

change is translated into different, non-scientific epistemic domains, this 

statistical ontology fails to provide an effective epistemological basis for the 

formation of meaningful relationships with the issue. 

 

As such each epistemological domain that climate change is translated into 

demands a reconceptualisation of climate change. As a result the ontology and 

epistemology of climate change becomes fractured as it is suitably reimagined 

for the new context. Thus climate change is conceived as a risk, an ideology or 

a social issue.  

 

As a result of these multiple reconceptualisations climate change is best 

described as a metaphysical assemblage. This term captures the multi-faceted 

nature of climate change without reducing it to any one of its conceptions. This 

term has been used throughout this thesis to capture the complexity of climate 

change when it is translated from the scientific domain.  

 

Climate change’s fractured ontology and multiple epistemologies make the 

study of climate change engagement highly problematic. Typically engagement 

can be tied to the formation of an affective link with a concept that is dependent 

on an ontological connection. In the case of climate change, the formation of a 

direct affective link is impossible as a result of the broken link to its statistical 

ontology.  

 

In the context of day-to-day life, in which affect is considered an important 

component (see the section that follows), climate change engagement is 

conceptually extremely challenging. This means that one of the challenges of 

uncovering day-to-day engagement with climate change was working out how 

individuals negotiated climate change’s fractured ontology. In the course of the 

project I examined the way that people contextually interpreted climate change 

and made it personally meaningful. This led me to uncover the existence of 
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quasi-affective engagement with climate change, which I discuss in Chapter 7, 

a type of engagement that provides a pragmatic way of building meaningful 

links with climate change in spite of its fractured ontology.  

1.4. Day-to-Day Life  
 

My approach to conceptualising day-to-day life has been formed pragmatically 

with reference to the needs and aims of this project. In this project the term day-

to-day refers to a set of spaces, including homes, cars, schools, workplaces and 

allotments, and activities that occur in those spaces, such as shopping, laundry, 

and gardening. These spaces and activities are unextraordinary, banal, familiar 

or commonplace. 

 

The decision to use the term ‘day-to-day’ life instead of ‘everyday’ life resulted 

from my decision to work across the spaces of work, home and community that 

people pass through in any of their usual activities. The term ‘everyday’ is often 

particularly connected with domestic spaces of the home so using ‘day-to-day’ 

instead aids disambiguation. My decision not to use ‘normal’ life or ‘ordinary’ life 

resulted from a recognition that although many commonplace actions are 

undertaken by a many people; the manner in which they are executed is 

infinitely variable, as is the decision-making process that led to them. The 

descriptive term day-to-day avoids creating a normative expectation and retains 

a sense of possible diversity and individuality.  

 

The activities that are part of this project’s definition of day-to-day life fall into 

various categories. Some secure basic needs, for example in relation to food, 

warmth, clothing and shelter. Others are related to work and income generation 

or home shaping and parenting. My definition of day-to-day activities also 

includes leisure activities such as involvement in sports and hobbies or 

participation in community-led organisations. Whilst the activities of this latter 

category may be undertaken with less frequency or regularity than imperative 

activities, they remain part of the day-to-day. At the extreme reach of this 

category these activities may even have a sense of excitement associated with 

them, such as in the context of a party or festival. However if this event occurs 

in a familiar space with familiar people it retains many of the elements of day-to-
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day activity, it is just more enjoyable and less regular than, for example, 

washing up. 

 

However existing conceptual and empirical research into the ‘everyday’ remains 

useful to my ability to establish my ‘day-to-day’ context. The everyday has been 

considered conceptually and empirically. Conceptually this topic has been 

dominated by de Certeau’s (1984) interpretation of the everyday as a narrative 

space in which banal performances generate and reaffirm a sense of self and 

Bourdieu’s (1998) argument that in the everyday context power becomes 

manifest in social activities. Empirically Shove et al. (2007) and Stewart’s (2007) 

action-orientated approaches have identified how everyday activities can 

produce affective relationships with individuals, objects and spaces. Although 

this project does not research ‘the day-to-day’ itself, this theoretical and 

empirical work on the subject demonstrates the importance of the day-to-day as 

an experiential and interpretive space.  

 

In this project I have conceptualised day-to-day activities as a mixture of 

habitual practices and intentional, performed actions. My research interest is 

largely focused on the performative elements of day-to-day life. This is because 

the intentional, interpretive dynamic that performative acts exhibit (Crouch, 

2003; Eakin, 2010) can offer significant insight into the way that processes of 

engagement are realised and understood by individuals.   

 

In Crouch’s (2003) account of the day-to-day he contests that day-to-day 

activities can be conceptualised as performances because they are lacking in 

content. I have understood day-to-day performances as central to climate 

change engagement. My disagreement with Crouch’s position is central to the 

work of this thesis as I believe that the banality that is frequently part of day-to-

day activity does not preclude its ability to meaningfully contribute to the nature 

and character of our lives. The banal activities which make up the processes of 

day-to-day life are filled practical actions and decisions that have wide reaching 

implications on the way we live and understand our lives. Their seeming 

insignificance also belies the potential impact that a minor but intentional shift 

could have on the way that an individual perceives their actions. 
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The spaces in which these activities occur are also an important part of my 

definition of the day-to-day. These spaces can include private intimate spaces 

such as homes and cars; spaces which require community membership such as 

schools, allotments and clubs; public spaces like the high street or libraries and 

finally spaces of work in their many different forms. People undertake a number 

of different activities in these spaces, and can identify differently with them on a 

practical and emotional level, for example the difference between the way that a 

parent, member of staff or pupil will identify with a school space (Cattell et al. 

2008), but they all share a sense of familiarity which connects them with the 

activities of the day-to-day.  

 

The way that the activities of the day-to-day are woven into the spaces in which 

they take place offers an important dimension to our understanding of them. As 

Cloke and Jones (2001) and Ingold (2000) suggest in their description of 

‘dwelling’ that space and activity are interdependent and it is impossible to 

coherently understand the activity without the context in which it is shaped and 

performed.  

1.5 Research Context 
	  
Methodologies associated with cultural geography, for example ethnography, 

equip the researcher well for the challenge of working in the intimate spaces of 

the home (Blunt, 2008; Marres, 2009). They also generate very detailed data 

(Lorimer, 2003) that can capture the subtleties and complexities of climate 

change engagement in the context of day-to-day life whilst admitting the 

messiness that comes with working in the complex social world (Crang and 

Cook, 2007; Law, 2004; 2007). Interpretive approaches associated with cultural 

geography also enable very detailed and complex data to be shaped into 

meaningful and incisive narratives (see for example Lorimer, 2005).  

 

Significantly though, whilst this project employs cultural geographical 

methodologies and interpretive strategies, this research retains an awareness 

that climate change engagement is both a problem and a research topic that 

has been tackled by an epistemologically diverse community of researchers. 

Across climate change engagement research there is a need for continued 

dialogue and sensitivity of understanding between different research 
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approaches to bring a coherent account which reflects the complexity of the 

topic.  

1.6 Research Aims and Questions 
	  

The research aims are as follows. Firstly, to generate an account of climate 

change engagement built from personal and individual experiences across the 

spaces and practices of day-to-day life. This will help to synthesise and 

progress existing ethnographic accounts of climate change engagement (see 

for example Marres 2009; Shove, 2010a; 2012b). A significant part of achieving 

this aim requires the exploration of characteristics of engagement that emerge 

across the different spaces and practices of day-to-day life, for example in the 

fleeting moments of engagement that emerge in day-to-day decision making. 

This will enable me to better understand how climate change is conceptualised, 

understood and acted upon in the context of day-to-day life. Secondly, to 

identify the way that insights produced from an ethnographic context may also 

contribute to non-ethnographic academic discourses on climate change 

engagement, particularly in relation to elements of engagement identified as 

problematic such as ‘barriers to engagement’ (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 

2007). 

	  

These aims are linked to a series of research questions: 

	  
Question 1 – What are the characteristics of climate change engagement 
in day-to-day life? 
 

Understanding the key features and characteristics of climate change 

engagement will help me to understand how engagement is practiced in day-to-

day life, for example in relation to practical constraints and the complexities of 

day-to-day decision-making processes. This information will provide new 

knowledge of how engagement with climate change is reconstituted by 

individuals in day-to-day life, what motivates engagement and when, where and 

how it does (and doesn’t) occur.  
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Question 2 – What insights do personal and individual accounts of climate 
change engagement in day-to-day life offer us with regard to current 
conceptualisations of engagement in academic discourses? 
 

The insights produced will be used to reflect on the way that climate change 

engagement has been conceptualised in the academic literature. 

Question 3 – How is climate change conceptualised, interpreted and 
understood in a day-to-day context (and what impact does this have on 
engagement processes)?  
 

The examples that this project will identify will also provide useful insights into 

the way that climate change is conceptualised in the epistemic domain of the 

day-to-day. This information could help to develop our understanding of how the 

complexities of climate change are reconciled in our day-to-day lives.  

1.7 Geographical Context  
	  
This research was undertaken in Falmouth and Penryn, Cornwall UK. Cornwall 

is the UK’s most southwesterly county. Located on a peninsula, it is renowned 

as a tourist destination with spectacular scenery and coastline.  

 

Falmouth, Penryn and more broadly Cornwall offered a number of advantages 

as a location for this research. As a semi-rural county, more than 100 miles 

from Bristol, the regional capital, and more than five hours travel from London 

with no high-speed rail links, Cornwall is unusually self-contained. The county is 

not dominated by one large economic centre acting as an area hub, instead the 

county has a number of smaller towns spread across the county with 

populations between 3,000 and 55,000. Falmouth is one of the larger towns 

with a population (in combination with neighboring Penryn) of 33,000 (Cornwall 

Council, http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/council-and-democracy/data-and-

research/data-by-topic/population/town-populations/). 

 

These characteristics mean that people frequently live, work and raise their 

families within a relatively small geographical area in Cornwall. In Falmouth this 

has produced a closely networked community. This was an important factor in 
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the success of the fieldwork as it enabled me to capitalise on connections 

between people to quickly generate a large research network in the Falmouth 

and Penryn area.  

 

Falmouth and Penryn are located alongside a sunken river valley called the 

Carrick Roads, which forms part of the third largest natural harbour in the world.  

This unique geographical location provided me with the opportunity to engage 

with some unusual field sites, including spending time on the river. 

 

Whilst the location and well-networked nature of Falmouth and Penryn allowed 

me to produce interesting and extensive research activities in a relatively short 

timescale, the research could be replicated in any residential community in the 

UK and the research findings of this project are relevant and applicable beyond 

the geographical context in which it was conducted.  

 

1.8 Thesis Outline 
	  
This thesis has three main sections: an introductory section comprising of this 

chapter and the literature review in Chapter 2, a methodological section that 

comprises of two chapters exploring practices of data collection, ordering, 

analysis and interpretation and an empirical section comprising of three 

chapters in which I explore the material collected in the project and identify the 

main contributions made to the development and extension of existing 

literature. 

	  

1.8.1 Introductory Section  
	  

In this chapter I have introduced the overall aims of the project, research 

questions and context. Most importantly I have outlined some of the key ideas 

and concepts that underpin the project including working definitions of 

engagement and day-to-day life and introducing some of the significant 

dimensions of climate change that are particularly relevant to this project.  

 

In Chapter 2, the literature review, I continue the process of framing and 

situating this project through an exploration of the complex landscape of climate 
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change engagement research. I explore work from disciplines including human 

geography, sociology and STS to identify significant areas of academic 

literature that impact on the way that climate change is conceptualised and 

understood.  

1.8.2 Part Two – Methodology Section  
 

The second section explores the methods used for the collection, ordering and 

interpretation of the data. In the first method chapter I explain the combination 

of multi-sited ethnography and autoethnography used in this project and the 

way that this was applied in the field.  

 

The second of the methodological chapters explores how I formed a personal 

archive from the data collected from both ethnographic and autoethnographic 

work in the field. I discuss how the archive enabled me to explore, analyse and 

interpret the diverse material collected in the project. In particular how mapping 

and thematic coding enabled me to make sense of the emergent connections 

across collected material in different forms and from different research sites and 

participants.  

 

1.8.3 Part Three – Empirics  
 

In the third major section of the thesis I present and explore the findings 

uncovered in the empirical material collected in the project. This section is 

composed of three empirical chapters.  

 

In the first of these chapters, Chapter 5, I set up the empirical section of the 

project by introducing three important characteristics of climate change 

engagement uncovered by the project and outlining important interpretive 

concepts used throughout the empirical section. I then present two vignette 

examples of engagement that demonstrate the complexity and contextuality of 

climate change engagement in day-to-day life. I explore the first of the important 

characteristics of engagement, the momentariness of visible engagement, in 

detail and introduce the latter two, which are then covered in more detail in the 

following chapters.  
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In the second of the empirical chapters, Chapter 6, I explore the way that 

climate change engagement is imperfectly situated in the day-to-day. I use 

examples drawn from the collected material to demonstrate how the 

imperfections that arise are the result of the contexts in which the engagement 

occurs. I also identify the three different types of imperfect engagement 

uncovered in the study and consider what each of them reveal about climate 

change engagement in day-to-day life.  

 

In the final empirical chapter, Chapter 7, I explore the deeply personal 

dimensions of climate change engagement that emerge in the day-to-day 

context. I begin this by exploring the importance of an individual’s belief in 

climate change in relation to their ability to engage with climate change. This 

leads me to consider two interpretive strategies underpinned by belief in climate 

change. The first, a moral interpretive strategy, offers insights into the way that 

individuals make decisions about taking actions in response to climate change, 

and how they respond emotionally to their choices. The second, quasi-affective 

engagement, offers insights into how individuals make climate change 

personally meaningful and relate their experiences to the issue.   

 

1.8.4 Thesis Conclusions 
 

In the thesis conclusions I bring together the different strands from these three 

sections of the thesis to show how the project makes a meaningful and novel 

contribution to climate change engagement literature. I relate the different 

elements of the thesis to the research questions and clearly identify the 

contributions to knowledge that the thesis makes, and how they are situated 

amongst existing literature.  
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Chapter 2: The Complex 
Landscape of Climate 
Change Engagement 
Research  
2.1 Introduction 
 

The purpose of this review is to position this research in the existing literature, 

highlighting gaps in our understanding of climate change created by: first, the 

dominance of certain approaches to engagement in climate change literature; 

and second, the conceptualisation of the social dimensions of climate change. I 

will identify significant areas of literature on engagement that this project will 

challenge, and outline shifts in the research landscape that have facilitated the 

approach taken in this project. 

 

Research on the social dimensions of climate change abounds in both 

academic and policy contexts, making the production of a review of this area 

extremely challenging. The extent of development in this area of research is 

illustrated by the recent publication of multiple handbooks and monographs on 

the subject (see for example Dryzek et al. eds., 2011 The Oxford Handbook of 

Climate Change and Society; Lever-Tracy ed., 2010 Routledge Handbook of 

Climate Changes and Society; Urry, 2011 Climate Change and Society). The 

contents of these handbooks usefully illustrate the breadth of perspectives and 

approaches to understanding the way that climate change is understood, 

interpreted and acted upon. 

 

The differences in the range of epistemological approaches, empirical methods 

and topical foci of these disciplines has resulted in the emergence of a complex 
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landscape of understanding of the ways that climate change is or could be 

engaged with. 

 

In this review I will explore some of the complex dimensions of this landscape, 

identifying the way that different approaches and foci illuminate facets of climate 

change engagement. Through this process I will establish the way that the 

ethnographic approach to exploring embedded day-to-day engagement with 

climate change used in this project contributes to a variety of these literatures.	  

	  

2.2 Sustainability, Environmental Issues and Engagement 
 
Existing academic literature from disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, 

human geography and STS provide important accounts of engagement with 

environmental issues, including climate change, in a variety of different ways. 

These texts highlight the way that climate change is one of a series of 

interconnected environmental issues and ideas, between which there often 

exists a complex interdependence of both understanding and practice which 

has a significant impact on the way that engagement processes emerge. 

 

In Dynamic Sustainabilities, Leach et al. (2009) examine the importance of this 

complexity. They identify the significance of the relationship that exists between 

environmental challenges, a shifting technological landscape and evolving 

social systems and argue that academic and policy responses to engagement 

with sustainability must themselves be dynamic and complex. 

An important element of Leach et al.’s exploration of responses to sustainability 

is their identification of the need for multiple and contextual narratives of 

sustainability. This thesis responds to that need, producing an account which 

allows the personal and contextual to draw out the nuances of engagement with 

climate change.  

 

Academic work focused on sustainability also explores the way that processes 

enacted by engaged groups, such as those connected with the Transition 

movement, can be conceptualised and understood. Scott-Cato and Hillier 

(2010) consider the application of Deleuzean ‘rhizonomic’ emergence to 

conceptualise the development of transition towns across differing geographic 
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and cultural contexts. This enables them to explore the inter-connectedness of 

the transition town movement, whilst accounting for the very different 

emergence of individual ‘towns’, which make sense of their particular needs and 

contexts. In this thesis a similar kind of micro-scale contextual emergence of 

engagement, which resonates with Scott-Cato and Hillier’s interpretation of the 

Transition movement, is enacted at a personal, individual level.  

 

In other work on the Transition movement Seyfang and Haxeltine (2012) 

explore the attitudes and practices of members. Their work helps to identify the 

mechanism through which group membership and identity translates to and is 

deployed in day-to-day decision-making practices. In this project many of the 

participants are not members of a particular formal movement such as 

Transition, however they do ascribe informal membership to communities 

formed around places such as the schools that their children attend, and 

interesting parallels exist around the way that informal group membership 

influences day-to-day identities and behavioural decision-making. 

 

The formation and exploration of environmental identities is also explored by 

Marres (2009). Marres identifies the home (particularly in the context of green-

living experiments) as a space in which environmental identities can be 

reformed in relation to changing practice. The intimacy of the home space plays 

a significant role in creating a safe space in which practice can be challenged 

and adapted. The successes, failures and challenges that emerge in the 

context of the green living experiments Marres examined create the conditions 

for a reflexive account of behaviour and response for the individuals involved. 

 

Hinchliffe (1996) identifies the home as space in which environmental (and 

other more localised, issue-based) responsibilities are constructed and 

explored. In particular he acknowledges the tension that exists between the 

acknowledgement that there is a shared responsibility for global problems and a 

suspicion that day-to-day actions may have a significant impact on the issue. 

This tension is played out in this project’s empirical accounts, and in the 

empirical chapters I explore how it is resolved fleetingly on an event-by-event 

basis. 
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2.3. The Production and Consumption of Information about 
Environment and Climate Change 
 

The way that environmental information, and in particular information about 

climate change is produced and consumed must play a significant role in the 

way that climate change engagement is understood. Hinchliffe’s (1996) 

examination of environmentally driven behaviour change in the home is focused 

around reception of the government campaign, ‘Helping the Earth Begins at 

Home’. He identifies that although the campaign superficially attempts to 

approach behavioural change from a personal perspective, participants who 

feel the issues are less relevant to their personal situation frequently contest the 

rationale intended to change their behavioural responses. 

 

Hinchliffe’s findings point to the complexity of understanding the way that 

environmental messaging is both constructed and received. Burgess (1990) 

considers the problematics associated with environmental texts as a symbiotic 

space of production and consumption and identifies the complexity associated 

with both the production and consumption of environmental messaging. In 

particular she notes how an individual situation and characteristics (for example 

gender and political viewpoint) affect the way that environmental messages are 

consumed. 

 

In this project I am interested in the way that climate change engagement 

emerges in the day-to-day context. Although the consumption of climate change 

related media is not a focus for my analysis, the complex 

consumption/production relationship with media that Burgess (1990) identifies 

provides an important backdrop to the work I have undertaken in this project. 

Burgess develops a more complex conceptualisation of the media 

consumption/production dynamic in the case of climate change in her 

collaboration with Carvalho (Carvalho and Burgess, 2005). Their ‘cultural 

circuits’ offer insight into the iterative process through which climate change 

related media has been consumed and reframed in response to changing 

contexts, ideas and expectations in relation to the issue.  
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Research on the involvement of the media in climate change communication 

provides a nuanced account of the pervasive, multi-faceted and dynamic 

interface between scientific research about climate change and socio-cultural 

interpretations of the topic. This work uses a broad set of source materials 

produced as part of the climate change communication juggernaut including, 

but not limited to, newspapers (see for example Boykoff, 2007; Carvalho, 2007; 

Smith, 2005), news broadcasting (see for example Smith, 2005; Wilson; 2000), 

and documentary broadcasting (Smith, 2013). 

 

This area of research also provides an important barometer for the public 

awareness and interest in climate change through monitoring the extent and 

development of media coverage (see Boykoff and Mansfield 2004 – Present, 

http://sciencepolicy.colorado.edu/icecaps/research/media_coverage/index.html)

. As well as capturing the quantity of media coverage of climate change 

longitudinal analysis of representations of climate change in the media creates 

a cultural commentary on the emergence of non-expert discourses of the issue 

(Boykoff and Smith, 2010; Carvalho, 2010). 

 

The examination of climate change in the media demonstrates the way that 

different representations of the topic provide useful abstractions of contingent 

political, ideological and enacted sociocultural positions (Boykoff and Boykoff, 

2007; Smith, 2005). These authors identify the way that climate change is 

imbricated in the politics and ideology of different media outlets (Boykoff, 2007; 

Smith, 2009), using their research findings to reflect of the way this illustrates 

non-expert feelings about climate change. As a result media outputs are 

identified as powerful, but slippery tools for the representation of climate change 

information (Boyce and Lewis, 2009; Boykoff and Smith, 2010; Carvalho, 2007; 

Smith, 2005; Weingardt et al., 2000; Wilson, 2000). 

 

One area of research on climate change and the media explores the way 

linguistic and metaphorical representations shape public discourses of 

engagement (Jaspal et al., 2012); in recent work, reader comments and blogs 

have been considered as part of the media discourse (see for example Jaspal 

et al., 2012; Koteyko et al. 2013; Nerlich and Koteyko, 2009; Nisbet and 

Kotcher, 2009). The shift towards considering non-professional contributions to 
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climate change provides a moment in which the iterative process of 

consumption and reproduction becomes visible. 

2.4 Consumption, Climate Change and Day-to-Day Activities 
 
The relationship between climate change and consumption is also highly 

significant for this thesis. In the context of day-to-day life seemingly small-scale 

decision-making creates fleeting opportunities in which engagement with 

climate change can become visible. Many of these decisions are related to 

consumption. 

 

Hobson (2003; 2011; 2013) explores the way that messages about sustainable 

consumption can become part of processes of engagement located in the day-

to-day. In response to messaging around consumption and emissions Hobson 

was able to identify limited behavioural shifts in cases where low and no effort 

changes to lifestyle could be made. Responses that required bigger overall 

changes to lifestyle resulted in fewer behavioural shifts, although Hobson was 

able to identify a change in the way that individuals related their behaviours to 

issues around consumption. In the account offered by this thesis I extend and 

develop the account offered by Hobson, in particular in relation to the way that 

individuals interrelate with climate change, making sense of their behavioural 

decisions.  

 

Elizabeth Shove’s work on climate change engagement is framed by an 

overriding focus on consumption (see for example Shove, 2014). Shove 

identifies that engagement with climate change is frequently practice-based, 

reflexively understood and enacted through habitual actions (Shove and 

Walker, 2014). As a result a more nuanced understanding of climate change 

engagement as a process that may include a number of states and outcomes 

(such as interpretation, understanding and action) rather than a resulting state 

of personal awareness or actions emerges (see for example Shove 2010a, 

2011). 

 

Drawing on Shove’s work, in this project I have understood engagement as 

fundamentally connected to practice. In this project’s research context, which 

considers actions beyond those associated with consumption (to include, for 
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example, practices associated with parenting) I am able to extend Shove’s work 

to develop the way that climate change engagement is understood in relation to 

day-to-day actions.  

 

Shove and Walker (2014) identify the role of intermediaries in producing 

affective engagement with ontologically challenging concepts (such as climate 

change). The intermediaries that they identify are typically technological with 

the object enabling the completion of a domestic task. In this project I continue 

to explore the importance of intermediaries in establishing affect. However 

where Shove and Walker explore the importance of technology I consider the 

role of particular spaces such as allotments in providing quasi-affective 

connections with climate change. 

 

Other literature considers the way that different aspects of consumption reveal 

dimensions of our understanding of and relationship to climate change. 

Amongst this literature Poortinga et al. (2004) examine the relationship between 

household energy use and attitudes to climate change. Cook (2004) and 

Seyfang (2006) consider the relationship that exists between food and energy 

consumption, considering respectively the processes associated with food 

growth and delivery and attitudes to food miles. Whereas Root et al.  (2000) 

examine the way that attitudes to climate change are reflected in decisions 

about transport.   

2.5 Culturally and Socially Focused Responses to Climate Change  
 
Another dimension of the landscape of climate change engagement is focused 

on identifying and exploring the different ways that climate change has been 

socially and culturally interpreted. 

 

The Climate and Landscape In the Future (CLIF) project offers an 

understanding of climate change engagement that embraces a culturally and 

socially focused interpretive response to climate change. Brace and 

Geoghegan, explore how individuals and communities reflect on their own 

understanding of climate, and their personal, localised interpretations of 

possible future change. This perspective is exemplified in the researchers’ 

decision to use the term ‘climate and the ways it may change’ in lieu of the 
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standard ‘climate change’ (2011). In the approach taken by CLIF’s research 

team climate change is identified as an embedded and contextual 

phenomenon, experienced within a known cultural, physical and 

overwhelmingly socialised landscape. As a result a culturally rich narrative of 

embedded engagement on the Lizard Peninsula in Cornwall emerges. The 

richness of embedded knowledge revealed through the use of an interpretive 

approach creates new insight into the way that interpretations of possible future 

climate change become located within a lived landscape. Brace and 

Geoghegan (2011) reveal a richly textured experience of climate change 

engagement which results from the weaving together of digested knowledge of 

climate change and an intimate connection with landscape and place. 

This project embraces the notion that climate change engagement can emerge 

as a richly textured narrative coloured by a combination of knowledge and 

experience and acknowledges the important role that local landscape can play 

in providing a quasi-affective connection with climate change. However whilst 

the CLIF project’s focus on the extraordinary landscape of the Lizard Peninsula; 

this project relocates an ethnographic approach sensitive to the cultural and 

social dimensions of climate change engagement to the more banal and familiar 

surroundings of two neighbouring urban towns, albeit also in Cornwall. 

 

This work actively embraces the transient, imminent and quicksilver-like nature 

of engagement. In their response to the challenge of locating engagement in 

the landscape context, Leyshon and Geoghegan (2012) investigate how 

transient engagements with climate change become manifest in objects, and 

decision-making processes. In particular debates around the installation of 

cattle grids in a landscape that is managed for conservation and biodiversity 

make visible the way that different individuals narrate their relationship to the 

landscape, likely future change and adaptive measures. The object of the cattle 

grid becomes a symbolic point around which lifestyles, emotions and moral 

frameworks are mobilised. Leyshon and Geoghegan are able to interrogate the 

way that climate change engagement becomes fleetingly visible in moments of 

debate. 

 

The fleeting and transient way that climate change becomes visible in debates 

about cattle grids foreshadows the characteristically slippery and elusive nature 
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of engagement uncovered in day-to-day practices and decision-making that 

emerged in this project. However, Leyshon and Geoghegan’s (2012) account of 

fleetingness of climate change in relation to the cattle grid object also contrasts 

with some aspects of this project’s approach. Whilst Leyshon and Geoghegan 

(2012) use the object of the cattle grid as a point around which to draw out 

different engagements with climate change, this project considers the way that 

engagements with climate change emerge differently and fleetingly when 

contextually located in different social and geographical spaces. This shift in 

approach prompts two things: first, it enables an understanding of fleeting 

engagements with climate change that builds on Leyshon and Geoghegan’s 

cattle grid study by locating a number of different locations and situations which 

indicate the transient materialisation of climate change; second: the 

identification of multiple locations/situations in which the materialisation of 

climate change engagement processes occur enables the processes to retain a 

sense of transience. 

 

In Szerszynski and Urry’s (2010) special issue on climate change they elucidate 

the complexities that emerge from climate change engagement when 

considered from a sociological perspective. The collected writers identify that 

behavioural decisions are continuously re-evaluated in frameworks of ever-

shifting parameters inclusive of both the rational and the irrational (Hulme; 

Shove; Jasanoff; Szerszynski and Urry; all 2010). In particular Jasanoff calls for 

an understanding of climate change engagement that incorporates the situated 

nature of knowledge. 

 

Social and cultural geography offer a number of interesting accounts of 

interactions with climate change and climate. Hitchings (2007; 2010; 2011) 

explores the frontier between indoor and outdoor climate and considers the tacit 

understanding we develop with climate in the way that we clothe ourselves. In 

contrast, Endfield and Morris (2012a; 2012b) consider the practices of amateur 

meteorologists. Their work traces personal epistemologies of climate 

constructed through complex sociocultural interactions with place and practice. 

These accounts provide us with an understanding of the embodied nature of 

our phenomenological relationship with weather and localised climate. This 

work therefore provides a useful insight into the way that people may 
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experience changes to weather that relate to climate change. Its limitation 

however, is its inability to turn that information towards the creation of an 

account of the politicised, engagement focused dimensions of climate change. 

This work resonates with some aspects of my project; I am interested in the way 

that interpretations of relationships with weather and climate are used by 

individuals in the determination of an epistemology of the political and 

ideological dimensions of climate change. 

 

Like social geography, historical geography also focuses on climate rather than 

climate change. Historical geographers offer a perspective grounded in a socio-

historical account of climate (see for example Endfield, 2008; Hulme 2012). This 

work focuses on generating narratives of experience of climate either through 

historical accounts of weather events and phenomena (in Adamson 2012; 

Endfield 2008; Hulme 2012) or of experiences of amateur meteorology. This in-

depth narrative-based approach offers an insightful and culturally oriented 

approach to understanding climate. 

The focus on climate rather than climate change locates a socially constructed 

relationship with weather upon which interpretations of ‘climate’ are based. This 

understanding of climate as weather, however, is not easily transferable to the 

related subject of climate change. This is because the notion that climate is 

directly weather-related means that climate change is conceptualised in relation 

to particular sites, seasons and places. The embedded understanding of 

weather in relation to place makes visible the ontological fracture that is created 

through the disassociation of measurements such as average mean global 

temperatures, from specific experiential phenomena. In the accounts of 

engagement that this project considers the tension that exists between an 

embodied understanding of weather and place and abstracted notions of 

climate are played out in struggles to make sense of climate change in day-to-

day behaviours. 

 

Historical geography research on climate change has also considered the study 

of climate science as an object of enquiry (Naylor, 2010). This work has 

provided a useful tool in the identification and interpretation of the epistemology 

of climate change. A rigorous understanding of the historical development of 

climate change’s epistemology has also created an opportunity to consider the 
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scientific ontology of climate change. Historical geography locates the ontology 

of climate change as embedded in wider ontologies of scientific practice 

(Adamson and Nash, 2013; Dean et al., 2008). 

 

Both the study of the history of climate science and a history of ‘climate’ make 

visible the contextual and embedded nature of knowledge in relation to all 

dimensions of climate change. This literature offers a culturally embedded 

approach as a means to challenge traditional social science framings of climate 

change, which are methodologically ill equipped to accommodate the contextual 

nature and complexity of engagement in daily life. Whilst the historical approach 

is unable to directly tackle the current complexities of climate change, the 

insight they offer through a culturally embedded account of historical 

engagement with climate creates opportunity for further research into climate 

change. 

 

Amongst socioculturally focused approaches to understanding climate change 

engagement, collaborative research has developed that brings together 

geographical and arts-based approaches to climate change research. 

Examples of this work include Caitlin DeSilvey et al.,’s (2011) Anticipatory 

History and ATLAS (Tyszczuk et al., 2012). These works share the intent of this 

project: to challenge the dominant epistemological expectations of climate 

change as a scientific phenomenon. These works challenge expectations of a 

scientific understanding of climate change through the mechanism of alternative 

knowledge-making practices derived from cultural and artistic interactions with 

space and place in relation to climate change. The form in which these 

responses are produced challenges academic practice in relation to climate 

change as necessarily policy relevant. This challenge is essential to the 

cracking of the climate change research mould. The effect of this is to expose 

the habitual way that climate change research has developed and illustrate the 

existing lacunae in our understanding of some elements of climate change, 

such as engagement. 

 

One drawback of this body of literature is that the forms and subjects of these 

interdisciplinary research projects can be so dissimilar to existing research that 

it becomes impossible to create meaningful dialogue between new and existing 
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perspectives. Thus a tension emerges between the continued need to generate 

new ways to think meaningfully about climate change engagement and a 

continued need to bridge the gap between qualitative research on climate 

change and policy. As Szerszynski and Urry (2010) identified, some culturally 

and socially focused explorations of engagement with climate change are 

incompatible with debates around policymaking. Although a variety of 

researchers from across the landscape of climate change engagement 

research act in advisory capacity for policymakers (including amongst many 

others: Elizabeth Shove and Nick Pidgeon) little evidence exists that 

policymakers make serious use of qualitative data on climate change 

engagement.  

 

2.6 Deliberative Approaches to Engagement 
 

Deliberative mapping is a technique designed to create reflexive spaces in 

which responses to the issue are collected, examined and challenged to co-

produce solutions to complex issues (Burgess et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2007). It 

has been applied to issues such as nuclear waste management (Chilvers, 

2007; Chilvers and Burgess, 2008), organ donation (Davies, 2006; Davies and 

Burgess, 2004; Davies et al. 2003) and GM crops (Hagendik and Irwin, 2006; 

Horlick-Jones et al., 2004; Macnaughton et al., 2005) and climate change 

engagement (see for example Tsouvalis and Waterton, 2012). Deliberative 

mapping emerged as part of a long-term movement in decision-making practice 

from information to consultation and eventually to deliberations (Arnstein, 

1969). As the need to engage publics with climate change arose, deliberative 

approaches have become important tools in the production of engagement. The 

participatory nature of deliberative or stakeholder research necessarily 

recognises that the full spectrum of positive to negative responses, before 

resolution is reached. As a result of their site-specific or issue specific framing 

the solutions offered by these deliberative approaches are socially and 

culturally located and in particular recognise the importance of the role of the 

individual interpretation in reaching wider consensus. 

 

Deliberative mapping processes generate and hold a space in which 

participants can engage with a particular issue or problem. Participants 
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contribute to the different stages of a predesigned process that explore different 

viewpoints on an issue to reach consensus-based solutions. This form of 

engagement practice and research, as a formalised process, designed by the 

researcher, which occurs in a delineated engagement space is evident in 

numerous climate change engagement projects (see for example Tomkins et 

al., 2008; Tsouvalis and Waterton, 2012; Van Aalst et al., 2008). 

 

In instances where there is a clearly identifiable site-specific issue which 

requires a shift in behaviour or management strategy, this type of deliberative 

(or stakeholder) approach is frequently successfully applied (see for example 

Collins and Ison, 2009; Gardner et al., 2009; Sprengel and Busch, 2011). 

Empirical studies such as the Loweswater Care project bring together different 

stakeholders to frame the specific climate change problem and produce a 

responsive solution that will often involve stakeholder behaviour change, 

alongside physical and political responses (Tsouvalis and Waterton, 2012; 

Tsouvalis et al. 2012; Waterton et al. 2011).  

 

In these projects when participatory deliberative techniques are used in relation 

to climate change site-specific problems (such as algal bloom in the case of 

Loweswater) participants frequently have an existing affective, embodied 

relationship with the site. The ‘sites’ are often culturally significant within the 

landscape, which enables the researcher/facilitator to extract and explore 

participants’ understanding of practice and place to create a meaningful 

narrative of change (Karvetski et al. 2011, Ockwell et al. 2009, Tomkins et al., 

2008). The deliberative approach necessarily focuses on a problem requiring 

imminent action as in Loweswater (Waterton et al. 2011). This means that these 

deliberative projects are predominantly place engagement projects rather than 

climate change engagement projects. In the context of this problem focused 

approach engagement with climate change is contingent to the engagement 

with place, rather than integral to it. In the research context that this project 

operates the banality and functionality of day-to-day practices can make it more 

difficult to draw out a coherent narrative of engagement that decisively connects 

behaviour with issue and place. Instead engagement is fragmented and illusive, 

inclined to emerge in a contradictory way from one day to the next. Furthermore 

when day-to-day behaviours are removed from the context in which they occur 
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to a distinct ‘research space’, such as those employed in deliberative 

approaches, moments of engagement become evermore fragmentary, distant 

and incomprehensible.  

 

Significantly though, as these examples demonstrate, it is possible to create 

contingent engagement when local issues are co-opted as a way to talk about 

climate change. In the context of this project this idea helps us understand that 

engagement with climate change, whether in response to imminent threat or in 

the context of day-to-day decision-making, will always be a product of the 

contingent circumstances. 

 

This deliberative or stakeholder approach has also been frequently applied in 

development studies contexts, in particular in relation to disaster risk reduction 

(Few et al., 2007; Mercer et al., 2008; O'Brien et al., 2006; Van Aalst et al., 

2008). The development studies perspective conceptualises culturally 

embedded knowledge as a way to respond effectively to changes in the 

intensity of already existing environmental hazards, such as hurricanes, as a 

result of climate change (see for example Adger, 2010; Adger et al., 2003; 

Adger et al., 2005; Füssel and Klein, 2006; Kelly and Adger, 2000; Vogel et al., 

2007). In the development context this is rarely approached as climate change 

engagement, but rather couched equivocally as capacity identification and 

development for adaptation and resilience. The disaster risk reduction literature 

is, understandably, largely interested in climate change in relation to the 

increase in risk, rather than as an issue requiring engagement in and of itself, 

and deals more broadly in responses to extreme weather events and natural 

hazards (Few and Pham Gia Tram, 2010; Osbahr and Few, 2006). As a result 

deliberative approaches are used to assess current understandings of localised 

issues and habitually developed responses to disaster risk. The focus of these 

studies is very much concerned with effective local action and the rationale for 

people to engage with the project and the problem is significantly less important 

than any outcomes of the project. 

 

One possible criticism of deliberative approaches is that through the application 

of a ‘problem-solving’ approach (albeit a site-specific one) these projects can 

cast climate change as a solvable problem. Furthermore the involvement of 
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participants in a process through which climate change engagement occurs as 

the result of an intervention by a group of expert researchers and facilitators 

resonates awkwardly with the deficit model of engagement, which implies that 

behavioural choices result from either a lack of knowledge or from a lack of 

understanding of an issue (see for example Miller, 2001; Sturgis and Allum, 

2004). This means that information relating to social and cultural interpretations 

of climate change is handled functionally in relation to the contribution it can 

make to the way that solutions are framed and possible outcomes implemented. 

Despite the importance of contextually situated engagement projects, socially 

and culturally embedded interpretations of climate change are not sought or 

valued in the same way as expert knowledge. Emphasis is placed firmly on the 

role of expert communication of likely change associated with the climate 

change issue. This functional judgment on the value of culturally embedded 

knowledge limits participatory deliberative projects and can prevent them from 

using the solutions produced to reflect on the way that climate change is 

interpreted through affective engagement with a local issue. 

 

2.7 Behaviour Change Through Communication  
 
As a result of the identification of anthropogenic climate change as a serious 

problem with social and environmental consequences for the entire global 

population, academic work that focuses on ways to change individuals’ 

behaviour in response to the issue has a significant presence in the landscape 

of engagement research. The seriousness of the climate change created a 

mitigation agenda for research. This, in turn, created research foci on 

generating change through economics (see for example Stern, 2007) and 

engineering solutions (see for example IPCC, 2011). Most importantly for this 

project the identification of a need for behavioural mitigative and adaptive 

change mobilised interdisciplinary teams around research that identifies 

capacity for adaptation (Adger et al., 2009; Dessai and Hulme, 2004; Dessai et 

al., 2009; Grothmann and Patt; 2005) and individuals’ ability to change their 

behaviour to reduce emissions (see for example Anable et al, 2006; Lorenzoni 

et al. 2007; Nye et al. 2010; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 2009; Upham et al., 

2009; Whitmarsh, 2009a; Whitmarsh et al. 2011). 
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Research into the development and analysis of climate change communication 

has identified a number of elements of climate change communication that have 

an impact on the way that the issue is perceived and interpreted, including the 

relationship between how the issue of climate change is framed (see for 

example Nisbet and Mooney, 2007); the communication of climate science and 

impact risk (see for example Lorenzoni and Hulme, 2009; Moser 2010); and the 

direction and quality of communication (see for example Ockwell et al. 2009). 

 

Nisbet and Mooney (2007) and Hulme (2010) consider the way the topic of 

climate change has framed climate change for public consumption. They 

explore the impact that framings have on the way that climate change is 

interpreted, and potentially acted upon. They uncover and examine the tension 

that exists between the ability to communicate the complex science that 

underpins climate change and the need to place the topic within meaningful 

cultural frames(Hulme, 2009). Framings such as ‘public accountability’ and 

‘religious morality’ (Hulme, 2009; Nisbet and Mooney, 2007) are considered in 

terms of how they may enable individuals to make sense of climate change and 

its impacts. In this context the researchers are interested in the linguistic and 

ideological approaches used in the communication of climate change, however 

these ‘frames’ resonate with the findings of this project, in which an individual’s 

sense of morality and responsibility play a role in the way they narrate their 

actions in relation to climate change. The work on framing provides a milestone 

for climate change communication research because it identifies the importance 

of the cultural interpretations of climate change and makes visible the limits that 

emerge from focusing on understanding communication and the production of 

communicative tools. 

 

Arguments in the climate change literature around strategies for improving the 

public understanding of climate change (such as Webster, 2003) frequently 

focus on the areas of the topic that make it challenging to communicate (see for 

example Bord et al., 2000; Bulkeley; 2000; Fortner et al. 2000, Lorenzoni et al. 

2007; Zehr et al., 2000) such as scientific uncertainty (Patt and Dessai, 2005; 

Pidgeon and Fischoff, 2011; Shackley and Wynne, 1996; Webster et al., 2003; 

Zehr 2000). Communicating the difference between quantified scientific 

uncertainty and inferred doubt about the existence of climate change is a key 
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challenge, focused entirely on the ability of the expert to communicate scientific 

complexity to a lay audience (Moser, 2010; Pidgeon and Fischoff, 2011) and 

the public’s capacity to understand this complexity (Knutti, 2008; Whitmarsh et 

al., 2011a). This literature readily identifies climate change as a nuanced and 

problematic issue that does not easily translate out of the scientific world. In this 

project these difficulties become visible in the struggles that participants have in 

making sense of the value and impact of their action. Although in this context 

the difficulty is perceived as a strategic and material problem the challenge of 

making sense of climate change beyond the scientific sphere that these authors 

identify is borne out by the fleeting and often contradictory nature of climate 

change that this project identifies. 

 

The framing of climate change as a risk-based concept emerges in response to 

work on the likely impacts of climatic change on human populations. The risks 

and likely impacts of climate change are integral to its importance as a global 

issue (Nordhaus and Radetzki, 1994; Schipper and Pelling, 2006; Stern, 2007). 

Documents for policy makers, such as the UKCIP reports (2011), intentionally 

employ a risk-focused conceptualisation of climate change. The reason for this 

is that the reports are intended to provide a support for national and local policy 

makers to help them understand the likely impacts of climate change at regional 

and local scale. In the academic community these reports have generated 

academic work that looks at the best means of communicating the identified 

threats to the general non-expert public audience (Demeritt and Langdon, 

2004). These works focus on the location of risk within the landscape, creating 

the potential for a situated understanding of climate change. However the 

specifics of potential threats remain cloaked in the uncertainty of multiple 

scenarios and unknown future actions. 

 

It also makes rational sense that risk-averse, mitigative behaviour will emerge 

as a result of the communication of those risks (see for example Adger, 2010; 

Lorenzoni and Pidgeon, 2006; Nelson et al., 2007; O’Connor et al., 1999). As a 

result academic discourses around engagement frequently frame climate 

change in terms of the risks posed by its effects (see for example Leiserowitz, 

2006; Ockwell et al., 2009; O’Neill et al., 2013; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Van Aalst 

et al., 2008; Whitmarsh, 2008). 
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This argument implies that once the risks posed by climate change have been 

identified and explained, the public will respond by changing their attitudes and 

behaviours (Carvalho and Burgess, 2005; Lorenzoni et al., 2005). However, as 

O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole explore in their (2009) paper ‘Fear Won’t Do It’, 

although understood, climate change risks appear and individuals struggle to 

conceptualise the likely day-to-day effects on their own lives. They 

acknowledge that there is an important distinction between public knowledge of 

the potential risk of climate change, in which the risk is understood but exact 

impacts to life and lifestyle are undefined, and an understanding of risk as a 

situated, affective concept in which direct threats to familiar landscape or 

lifestyle are perceived. 

 

There are, however, examples of work that consider how experiences of events 

such as flooding and extreme weather affect perceptions of climate change 

(Few et al., 2007; Whitmarsh, 2008; Whitmarsh et al., 2013). These examples 

look at how non-expert understandings of climate change risk emerge in 

relation to direct experiences of loss, damage and change. This is useful as it 

applies an affective framework for understanding risk in relation to the 

experience of a given situation within a familiar landscape. This enables the 

creation of an understanding of how impacts of climate change are responded 

to and conceptualised in day-to-day spaces. 

 

Research into strategies for the improvement of climate change communication 

argues for the development of engagement research that responds to public 

knowledge and perception of climate change (see for example Adger et al., 

2009; Bulkeley; 2000; Fortner et al., 2000; Lorenzoni and Pidgeon, 2006; 

Moser, 2010; O’Neill and Hulme, 2009; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009; 

Weber and Stern 2011; Whitmarsh, 2009a). Some studies experiment with 

different presentations of climate change information to measure the responses 

of participants (such as O’Neill and Hulme, 2009). Individual responses to 

climate change related stimuli are recorded and interpreted to provide 

recommendations for useful approaches for the formulation of policy and useful 

communication strategies. 
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Researchers such as Nettley et al. (2014) respond to this research through the 

production of combined communication and engagement tools intended to 

inform and engage local communities in the likely effects of climate change 

echoing the deliberative approaches discussed above. In this work (see for 

example Nettley et al., 2014; O’Neill and Hulme, 2009; Shaw et al., 2009; 

Sheppard et al., 2008) participatory workshops explore potential future climate 

related change in relation to local landmarks. These projects use the 

deliberative model to inform a tool (as in the informative film produced in Nettley 

et al., 2014) or a strategy (as in O’Neill and Hulme’s iconic approach (2009)) 

that captures interpretations of space and place, to contextually situate 

knowledge of climate change. 

 

These examples acknowledge the necessarily situated and contextual nature of 

climate change in a similar way to work on deliberative problem-solving 

processes. The unacknowledged challenge that arises through the application 

of this approach, which echoes the issue of producing policy relevant 

information identified by Szerszynski and Urry (2010), is that production of a 

contextually situated communication strategy or tool generates a new level of 

complexity that stakeholders (such as the National Trust in the example of 

Nettley et al., 2014) are often ill equipped to deal with. Large agencies require 

linear solutions, however the complexity of engagement with climate change 

frequently challenges their ability to produce simple strategies, which 

successfully generate long-term behavioural change. 

 

2.8 Challenges Associated with Engaging Publics in Behaviour 
Change 
 
Another significant contribution to the landscape of engagement research made 

by the interdisciplinary work discussed above is comprehensive discussion of 

some of the major difficulties that emerge from attempts to engage publics in 

behavioural responses to climate change.  Through work that, amongst other 

things, measured knowledge of climate change amongst members of the public 

and any associated behavioural shifts (see for example Lorenzoni et al. 2007; 

Lorenzoni and Hulme, 2009; Lorenzoni and Pidgeon, 2006) researchers have 

revealed a disjuncture between knowledge and action (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 
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2002; Lorenzoni et al. 2005; Whitmarsh, 2008) and value and action (Blake 

1999). Whitmarsh (2009b) explores the disjuncture between knowledge of 

climate change and behavioural change by deconstructing the nuances of 

engagement to identify inevitable weaknesses in strategy formulation and 

implementation, which emerge when applied in a complex and multi-faceted 

‘lived’ world. 

 

In this project the disjuncture between knowledge and action recognised by 

researchers is paralleled by the way that individuals understand the complexity 

and inconsistency of their own behaviour. In this thesis I am interested to 

explore the potential tension that emerges between the way that individuals and 

researchers conceptualise the distance between knowledge and action and 

how this could contribute to an academic understanding of any ‘gap’ that might 

exist. 

 

Another important and useful idea which emerges from this work identifies 

‘barriers to engagement’, which emerge around activities, demands and 

conceptual ideas to challenge and ultimately prevent engagement with climate 

change (Adger et al., 2009; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Moser and Ekstrom, 2010;  

O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Semenza et al. 2008). 

 

The identified ‘barriers’ emerge as a result of difficulties with the prioritisation of 

climate change amongst other pressing day-to-day issues (see for example 

Lorenzoni et al., 2007; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009). Adger et al.’s (2009) 

analysis of this issue references climate change’s slippery ontology through the 

identification of the challenge of acting on climate change when it appears a 

distant and non-critical issue. Lorenzoni et al. (2007) identify the difficulty of 

making changes to behaviour in the present while imagining a future, as yet 

invisible. Through the work of this project I am able to extend the understanding 

of these barriers by offering a complex account of the way that difficulties of 

engagement with climate change emerge and are reconciled in day-to-day life. 

 

Lorenzoni et al. neatly capture part of the main challenge of climate change 

engagement through their definition of engagement. They describe engagement 

as ‘an individual state of involvement in climate change at cognitive, affective 
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and behavioural levels’ (2007: 456). The triangulation of cognition affect and 

behaviour is a significant (and perhaps unrealistic) demand amongst the 

ongoing complexity of day-to-day life. The component elements that Lorenzoni 

et al. (2007) locate are doubtlessly essential to the production of engagement, 

however in this thesis I will consider how their definition can be explored and 

extended to reflect an imperfect positioning of climate change amongst the 

complexity of the day-to-day. In particular I will explore whether, given the 

complexity of the day-to-day context the emergence of a coherent ‘state’ of 

engagement is unlikely. I will investigate what both the conceptualisation of 

engagement as a ‘state’ and engagement as a ‘process’ offer our 

understanding of climate change. I will consider how the components of 

engagement emerge in different moments of the day-to-day to produce dialogic 

and evolving engagement in which participants are involved, intermittently, in 

the context of their day-to-day activities. 

 

 

2.9 Conclusions  
	  
This review explores the complex landscape of climate change engagement to 

identify significant areas of literature that this project is able to engage with and 

contribute to across geography, sociology and STS. As a result of this 

exploration I have been able to identify three important dimensions of climate 

change engagement literature that this thesis contributes to and develops.  

 

The first important dimension of literature that this project engages with 

identifies the way that climate change engagement is complexly situated in day-

to-day life. I have explored literatures which identify the importance of domestic 

spaces as a place for: experimentation with environmental ideas and the 

development of environmental identities (see for example Burgess,1990; 

Hinchliffe, 1998; Hobson, 2003; Marres, 2009), interactions with climate change 

information (see for example Carvalho and Burgess, 2005; Smith, 2005) and 

deliberative environmental decision-making (see for example Nettley et al., 

2014; Waterton et al., 2011). I have also explored literatures that focus on the 

narratives of consumption, as an important dimension of environmental 

problems. This focus on consumption captures and positions engagement with 
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climate change in day-to-day spaces through the examination of domestic 

performances (see for example Hobson 2011; Shove 2012; Shove and Walker, 

2011).  

 

The exploration of these areas of academic work have enabled me to identify 

how this thesis contributes a new layer of complexity to accounts of 

engagement focused on the way that engagement emerges across day-to-day 

spaces. In particular this enables me to explore and extend the way that 

individuals perceive and understand their own engagement in relation to their 

sense of self and the practical challenges that are inherent in the day-to-day 

context.  

 

Secondly, I examined literature that is engaged with the identification of the 

problematic dimensions of climate change engagement that emerge in the day-

to-day context (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Ockwell et al., 2009; 

O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009). In my account of engagement in day-to-day 

life I offer contributions to this literature about the way that ‘barriers’ emerge in 

the course of engagement. This enables me to develop the way that the 

problematic nature of the day-to-day context is conceptualised and consider the 

value of challenges in individuals’ reflexive responses to climate change.  

 

Finally, this review also captures multiple conceptualisations of climate change 

engagement as either a ‘process’ (see for example Hinchliffe,1996; Hobson, 

2011) or a ‘state’ (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 2007). Through an 

exploration of the empirical evidence collected in this project I am able to 

develop a discussion around the relative merits of each of these 

conceptualisations and the different insights they offer to our understanding of 

climate change engagement in the day-to-day context.  
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Chapter 3: A Combined 
Ethnographic and 
Autoethnographic Method  
3.1 Introduction  
 

This project employs multi-sited ethnography to explore the different ways that 

individuals and groups engage with climate change in public and private 

settings. As I explain in this chapter my fieldwork practice emerged in a complex 

manner across three areas of fieldwork. I have included a map of research 

interactions (see figure 1) to help the reader make sense of the connections 

between individuals, spaces and activities included in the fieldwork.  

 

To complement my ethnographic work I have also used an in-depth 

autoethnographic practice that explores the transformative, reflexive effect that 

the research had on my own engagement with climate change.  

 

In this chapter I explain the way that I used and understood the ethnographic 

and autoethnographic practices that formed my research method. Using a 

combination of conceptual and practical explanations I will set out the details of 

the fieldwork undertaken in the project.  

 

3.2 Ethnographic Approach  
 

In the previous chapter I introduced the existing research undertaken in 

sociology, anthropology and cultural geography that explores engagement with 

sustainability and environmental issues (see for example Hinchliffe, 1996; 

Marres, 2009) and narratives of consumption (see for example Hobson 2003; 

2010; Shove, 2010a; 2012b; Shove et al., 2014), both of which are undertaken 
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in the context of aspects of day-to-day life. As well as providing important 

empirical  

Figure 1: M
ap of Em

ergent Fieldw
ork Interactions 
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foundations these texts also contribute significantly to the ethnographic 

methodological approach taken in this project. Much of this work uses 

ethnographic methodologies to produce nuanced accounts of elements of 

climate change engagement (see for example Hinchliffe, 2009; Leach et al. 

2010; Marres, 2009; Shove, 2010a; 2012b). This work demonstrates the way 

that ethnography as a method is well suited to drawing out the complexity of 

engagement in the complicated living spaces in which day-to-day activities are 

performed.  

 

Ethnography is recognised as a powerful methodological tool across disciplines 

including, but not limited to, cultural geography, sociology and anthropology 

(Crang and Cook, 2007). In the ethnographic accounts of climate change set 

out in the literature review the field is often identified as a particular space, for 

example the home (Marres, 2009), or a particular set of practices (for example 

relating to consumption – see Cook et al., 2011; Shove, 2012a). My aim in this 

project, to develop a nuanced and detailed account of the ways that climate 

change engagement emerges across the different spaces and interactions of 

day-to-day life, meant that utilising a multi-sited ethnographic approach was 

most appropriate.  

 

As described by Marcus (1995), multi-sited ethnography provides a mechanism 

through which the researcher can apply the principles of ethnography to 

research contexts that necessarily emerge over a number of locations and 

encounters. Marcus identifies the way that multi-sited ethnography creates 

greater potential for the researcher to be able to answer meta-theoretical 

questions associated with their research that transcends individual contexts and 

experiences.  In this project I wanted to develop existing ethnographic work on 

climate change engagement by offering some insight into a broader 

understanding of the nature of engagement across day-to-day contexts.  The 

application of a multi-sited ethnography enabled me to bring together 

experiences gathered across a variety of day-to-day contexts with a variety of 

participants with different day-to-day lives.  

 

I approached my multi-sited ethnography by establishing three concurrent and 

interlinked areas of ethnographic research, each of which incorporated a 



	   48	  

number of sites and participants. The first area of fieldwork was focused around 

a Falmouth primary school (for children aged 4 to 11). This strand 

predominantly involved working with members of staff, pupils and their families 

but also included work with other local schools. The sites for this strand 

included the school as well as other locations including family homes and other 

local schools (please see Box 1 for a narrative description of this area of 

fieldwork).  

1

As part of my fieldwork I particularly wanted to work with families. This 

desire was driven by two factors: firstly, interest in the way that the future 

dimension of climate change emerged in the context of raising a 

generation who will potentially have to live with the impacts and necessary 

adaptations; and secondly, I was interested in the impact of the minutiae of 

family life. 	  

 

I approached the head teacher of a local primary school through 

connections in the Geography Department. I explained that I wanted to 

work with a group of parents to examine the way that they engaged with 

climate change as part of their everyday lives.  

 

The head teacher was more than happy for me to work with the school, 

however his main condition was that I contribute to school life. We agreed 

that I would draw on my previous experience of producing workshops for 

schools to work with parents and students to produce a project for the 

school. The project would link the school’s termly theme of ‘take one 

picture’ with the school parliament’s environment group’s interest in the 

theme of nature. I recruited parents to help in the planning of the project 

with the school, some of who made important contributions to the material 

collected in the project.   

 

I was forced to think carefully about how I framed my approach to parents 

so as not to make the project appear exclusive or political. I decided that 

the only effective way of managing this was complete transparency, so I 

Box 1: Narrative Description of the School-Focused Fieldwork 
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2

advertised in the school newsletter for a group of parents that would be 

interested in participating in the research and co-organising an event for 

the school. When individuals registered interest I sent them an information 

pack, containing information about the project that explained I was 

researching climate change and that I wanted to work with parents, a 

biography and information about my broader research interests. I also 

invited them to come to a launch event where they could ask any 

questions and potentially become involved with the project.  

 

This process led me to work with a group of six parents who were 

embedded in the school community. As this strand of research developed, 

my main research focus was on how the relationships that I built with 

parents enabled us to explore their engagements with climate change in 

the context of their everyday spaces.  

 

I visited the school multiple times a week and became immersed in 

different aspects of school life, visiting the school parliament ‘environment’ 

group and assisting with after school clubs. This helped me to become a 

familiar part of the school and as I worked with different members of staff 

and parents, I built an understanding of the different dimensions of the 

school community and made contacts across staff and parent networks.  

 

Casual conversations with parents about my research, its aims and my 

methods, helped to create an ongoing awareness of my research activities 

and helped us to continuously renegotiate and discuss the 

researcher/participant relationship.  As my relationship with the parent 

team developed in the course of organising an event for the school around 

the ‘take one picture theme’ the group of parents that I was working 

alongside became more enthusiastic about their contribution to this 

project, involving friends and welcoming me into the more private spaces 

of their homes. The festival itself (see Figure 2) offered the opportunity to 

celebrate our work together and provide a clearly recognisable contribution 

to the school. The relationship that developed with parents over the course 

of organising the event made them more comfortable discussing the more 
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The second area of fieldwork-focus developed around local community group 

practice. This part of the fieldwork emerged around two groups, the first, an 

3

banal elements of their everyday lives, for example, how they felt about 

their homes and the pressures that they experienced in relation to juggling 

work and parenting.  

 

My work at the school also led me to become involved with an ESRC 

funded project called Everyday Futures with a team of researchers from 

my department. This project identified sustainability challenges in the 

Falmouth area, and sought to help people find local solutions. The project 

had two phases, the first focused on working with parents and pupils at 

local schools in a series of workshops whilst the second created an event 

focused on local small businesses and residents. My involvement in the 

project was predominantly around the first phase, helping to plan and 

deliver the workshops in schools. This enabled me to collect data from 

different school groups and have further conversations with parents and 

students that helped to contextualise my work at the school.  

 

Figure 2: Activities at the 'Take One Picture' Event 
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emergent group interested in local sustainable practice and the second, a group 

of community group leaders and managers engaged in planning an event 

intended to celebrate Falmouth’s Community. The main sites for this area of 

research were local community spaces and the homes of participants (please 

see Box 2 for a narrative description of this area of fieldwork).  

 

1

The community area of fieldwork grew from initial interactions with a group 

organising a community meal. I received a group email, sent to all 

geography students, inviting us to attend a ‘community meal’. The event 

that this email promoted encouraged people to come and learn about 

climate change and think about how they could live more sustainably in 

Falmouth.  
 

I was keen to support this event as it was being organised by a group of 

undergraduate students, some of which were from our department. My first 

experience of the group surprised me. They had advertised the event as a 

community meal and film screening.  

 

My experience of the first meeting made me think that this group had 

much to offer this project. Factors such as the large diverse attendance 

and the intentionally oblique and unaffiliated way of approaching the topic 

of climate change made me curious to see how the individuals attending 

this group viewed their participation in the events. I was also interested in if 

and how their interaction with the event stimulated engagements with 

climate change in other aspects of event attendees’ lives.  

 

This made me approach the group to see if it would be possible to develop 

interactions with them which allowed me to collect a more comprehensive 

account of their activities and to use their events to engage with their 

participants to better interpret the way that people attending understood 

their involvement.  

 

Box 2: Narrative Description of the Community-Focused Fieldwork 
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2

The core activity of this area of fieldwork was organised around the 

developing relationship with organisers and participants in the community 

meal group, which for clarity I will describe henceforth as Community 

Group 1.  

 

Over the course of my fieldwork I traced the full life cycle of this group, 

from their first public meeting to their decision to cease activities. This 

meant attending a number of different public events, which they organised 

at the Falmouth WI (see Figure 3). Over the course of their activities I got 

to know a number of different people attending the events and helping to 

organize them. As well as attending their public events I also attended a 

number of their planning meetings (see Figure 4). ‘Membership’ was a 

very casual affair, which consisted of a general commitment to attend and 

help at events. There were no formal membership forms or fees. This 

meant that along with a small number of consistently involved individuals 

there was also an everchanging cast of people involved with the activities 

of the group. I found this very useful as it enabled me to collect a wide 

variety of perspectives on the group and their activities.  

 

Figure 3: Community Group 1 Meeting at Falmouth WI 
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3

Figure 4: Planning Notes from a Community Group 1 Meeting 

 
 

At the request of the organizing committee, my involvement in this group was 

dependent on my becoming an active member of the group. As I stated above 

membership was extremely informal and as a result I did not feel 

uncomfortable being part of the group. Instead I felt that my ‘membership’ was 

very much in keeping with the immersive approach that I described in the 

section on the core principles of my research approach.  

 

I was also involved with a second, quite different group: a planning committee 
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The third area of fieldwork-focus emerged around the Falmouth Oyster Fishery. 

The fieldwork in this area developed around a diverse set of activities 

connected with the fishery including the practice of fishing, management of the 

fishery, consumption of local produce and the management of local festivals 

connected with the fishery. The diversity of activities included in this area of 

fieldwork was reflected in the sites in which research interactions developed. 

These included pubs, festivals, offices and, perhaps most notably, a fishing 

boat (for a narrative description of this area of fieldwork please see Box 3).   

 

4

for an event. For clarity I will refer to this group as Community Group 2. The 

makeup and purpose of this group was quite different. Community Group 2 

comprised of representatives from a number of community organisations, with 

a variety of different agendas and activities in Falmouth. These organisations 

included: a community centre providing sports and leisure facilities and 

access to support for housing and financial issues; Falmouth and Penryn 

Churches Together, an organisation representing 16 Christian congregations 

in the project area; and Transition Falmouth, the local branch of the Transition 

movement.  

 

Their joint purpose was to produce a day of community activities in a public 

space in Falmouth, around the very broad theme of community. Although 

there was no overt or stated environmental agenda there was a tacit 

agreement amongst the organising team that environment and environmental 

issues formed part of this theme. I followed the activities of this group, 

attending their planning meetings and helping at their events. In this instance 

my focus was on the dynamics of the group and the resulting event. This 

meant that I mainly spent time with the members of this group in the context 

of their meetings.  

 

My involvement with this group ended at their successful event. I was 

particularly interested in the way that climate change was positioned 

alongside other community issues. I was also interested in the way that 

planning for their public event created opportunities for discussion of climate 

change in a community context.  
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1

A local fisherman James and chef Peter had chosen an event I attended to 

raise awareness of the oyster fishery on the river Fal. As a fisherman on 

the river, James was keen to inform local people about the history and 

practices of the fishery as a means to communicate the decline in the 

number of people fishing the area. They had chosen to raise their 

concerns by distributing free oyster tasters and leaflets about the threats to 

the fishery (see Figure 5). James’ passion for his livelihood and the 

environment in which it was situated, and his identification of the attendees 

of a climate change conference as a potentially important and receptive 

audience for his campaign, piqued my interest. I was curious how he 

framed the connection between his historical, sustainable practice of 

fishing in relation to climate change and how the two had become 

intertwined in his understanding of his everyday life.  

 

Figure 5: Fisherman's Protest Leaflets 

 
 

Chef Peter was an equally fascinating potential collaborator. As head chef 

at a local hotel he was well connected within the network of local food 

suppliers, restaurateurs and events organisers. He is a dynamic character, 

and his enthusiasm for involving people in food and cooking was palpable. 

Box 3: Narrative Description of the Oyster Fishery-Focused Fieldwork 



	   56	  
 

2

His interest in the fishery derived from his association with the Slow Food 

movement. He immediately responded to the idea behind this study, and 

began to advocate for the project amongst his wide network of contacts.  

 

After an initial outing on a fishing boat (see Figure 6) I struggled to gain 

further access to the fishery, finding myself (as a female, a researcher and 

worst of all, a Londoner, initially unwelcome in a tightknit community. At 

this point I felt I had two options. Either I had to tough it out and keep trying 

to fully immerse myself within the fishing community or I needed to find 

another way of interacting with this group.  

 

Figure 6: Day Out on an Oyster Fishing Boat 

 
 

I chose not to try to fully immerse myself in the group and adopt the role of 

a fisherman as I felt that this would be unlikely to improve my ability to 

answer my research questions effectively. This process would have re-

orientated the project and compromised my ability to complete ongoing 

projects associated with other strands. Instead my solution was to look at 

the fishery in the context of its connections within the wider Falmouth 

community and the economic and social network in which it was 

embedded. I interviewed oyster festival organisers, restaurateurs, a local 

fishmonger and a member of the Harbour Commission and was invited to 
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3

consecutive oyster festivals as stage manager. Along with my involvement 

in the rowing community who shared the water with the oyster fishery, this 

activity helped me to become an accepted and familiar part of the wider 

oyster-fishing network. This position helped me to understand the complex 

layers of cultural meaning, environmental situation and economic value of 

the fishery as part of a wider organic network including businesses, 

residents and other individuals.  

 

I was invited by James to attend the 2010 Mylor Oyster Festival. James 

was particularly keen for me to be involved as he was struggling to pull the 

event together with a small team. I was happy to be involved as this 

offered me the opportunity to develop a much more in-depth 

understanding of his practice as a fisherman. As a result I helped with odd 

jobs including putting together the marquee.   

 

Throughout the course of event preparation and the event itself I spent 

time talking to different people involved, including chefs, visitors and 

performing musicians to see how they viewed the event (See figure 7). 

This helped me to explore the event from different perspectives, and to 

understand the way that visitors to the festival viewed the fishery in 

connection with the event.  

 

Figure 7: Notes from Mylor Oyster Festival 2010 
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4

I attended the 2010 Falmouth Oyster Festival as a visitor with my notebook 

tucked under one arm. Each day I visited the festival tents to observe, taste 

and explore. I took photos and made notes directly into my notebook 

reflecting on activities (see Figure 8). After the event I spent time looking at 

the photographs and reflecting on what they captured and how this related to 

the comments in my notebooks.   

 

Figure 8: Falmouth Oyster Festival 2010 

  

 

In February 2011, Matthew, organiser of the Falmouth Oyster Festival, 

contacted me to ask if I would be interested in becoming a member of the 

Festival Organising Committee and stage manager at the October festival. 

This offered me the opportunity to view the festival from a perspective that 

had been previously inaccessible. I was invited to attend a number of 

organising committee meetings and this helped to understand the multiple 

social and economic aims of the festival. As some sensitive commercial 

information was included in the meetings I did not record and transcribe them. 

I did however reflect on them afterwards in my research diaries. In these 

reflections I often focused on the dynamics between different individuals and 
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5

how these reflected the different intentions and desires of committee 

members.  

 

In the late spring of 2011, I attended the second Mylor Oyster Festival. Partly 

as a result of the struggles that I had experienced the previous year in 

maintaining what I felt were appropriate boundaries in my role as participant/ 

researcher and partly given other commitments, I was less keen to participate 

as fully in the organisation of the event. Instead I attended the event as a 

visitor and recorded it in a series of photos (Figure 9). This helped me to 

capture the growth of the festival since the previous year and the inclusion of 

new stalls and events.  

 

Figure 9: The Development of Mylor Oyster Festival 2011 

 
 

2011 marked the first year of my participation in the Falmouth Oyster Festival 

as part of the organising team.  It was fascinating to see the festival from a 

completely different perspective. My ability to record the event as it happened 

was compromised by how busy I was with tasks associated with the event. I 

found that this had the effect of crystallising my experience of the event into 

significant moments that I was able to recall and write about afterwards. This 
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Within each of the areas of focus for project fieldwork my ethnographic practice 

meandered and evolved organically, shaped by responses to encounters and 

ongoing reflection of my autoethnographic engagement with my research 

practice. Although ethnography is inherently responsive as a result of the way 

that the researcher is engaged in an iterative process of observation and 

reaction (see for example Law, 2007) processes which make visible this 

responsiveness enable a new layer of meaning to be transposed through the 

way that the research emerges. 

 

In both ‘Making a mess with method’ (2007) and Organizing Modernity (1994) 

Law uses the perspective of a researcher conducting an ethnography of 

research practice to illuminate the way that the frequently invisible processes of 

research are characterised by a productive messiness, reflecting the nature of 

the social aspects of life.  The visibility of process that Law advocates is useful 

in untangling the complexity of researching climate change in the context of the 

day-to-day. The ontologically problematic nature of climate change makes 

researching the topic complex and potentially contradictory. Law’s acceptance 

of the messiness and commitment to tracing the process of ethnography 

enables a research account to emerge that admits contradictory actions and 

invites a variety of interpretations of climate change.  

 

The responsive dimension of ethnographic research has been described 

variously as ‘organic’ (Fuller, 2008; Fuller and Askins, 2010; Hawkins et al., 

2011; Ward, 2006), ‘response-able’ (Greenhough and Roe, 2010), ‘iterative’ 

(Davies and Dwyer, 2008), ‘emergent’ (Fuller and Askins, 2010), opportunistic 

(Bailey et al., 2009) and even ‘playful’ (Woodyer, 2012). These descriptions 

6

resulted in a number of creatively written accounts of the festival that 

recalled these important moments and my reflections on them.  

 

I enjoyed my role as stage manager so much that I continued with it for a 

further two years after the fieldwork for this thesis had stopped. It offered 

me fantastic opportunities to become embedded in Falmouth’s food 

community offering a number of insights across different areas of my 

research interest.  
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allude to the way that the ethnographic ‘response’ is formed through a 

relationship with the research space and participants through which the 

researcher pursues emergent narratives. This process becomes particularly 

visible in Cook’s (2004) work on the narratives of consumption.  

 

Cook’s work on narratives of consumption in the Follow The Things project 

(Cook, 2004) and geographies of food (Cook et al. 2011) demonstrates the 

value that working with an awareness of responsiveness offers through the use 

of visibly responsive processes to identify connections between individuals, 

places and (manufacturing) processes. In the Follow The Things project the 

commitment to making the process of uncovering connections and responses 

visible is almost as significant as the narrative that is ultimately unveiled. This 

enables the researchers to uncover another layer of politic of consumption in 

which their experience and practice is embedded.  

 

The Follow The Things project (http://followthethings.com/) is also an excellent 

example of the way that working responsively can provide detailed personal 

narratives embedded in connected global systems. In this work Cook celebrates 

the properties of emergence, making the process of unraveling pathways of 

consumption visible. For Cook (2004) each research connection made and 

explored gives greater insight into the next link in the chain of production. 

 

In another of Cook’s projects, the Lego Lab (Cook and Woodyer, 2012), 

pathways of consumption and relevant news stories are recreated and 

interpreted through researchers’ play with Lego. Research in the lab requires 

the researchers to develop their Lego-building skills, and enables them over a 

period of weeks to become simultaneously more engaged with the use of Lego 

as an interpretive medium and engrossed in the narratives of consumption that 

they are using Lego to recreate. In the Lego project the approach that Cook and 

Woodyer’s research team take in relation to building their interpretive skills 

demonstrates the importance of the way that ethnographic responses develop 

during a project. This resonates powerfully and helpfully with the way that my 

ethnographic practice evolved in response to a growing understanding of the 

Falmouth community and my position and interaction within it as a researcher.  
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Furthermore, Cook’s (2004) characterisation of a researcher as an explorer, 

equipped with the tools of research required to respond to the emergent 

challenges and information presented by the task in hand, embodies the 

attitude and approach I took to the fieldwork for this thesis.  

 

Inclusivity was another important dimension of ethnographiy that was 

particularly significant to my practice in the field. In this project, this refers to 

three distinct things: inclusivity of data, people and ideas. Firstly, inclusivity of 

data refers to the practice of comprehensive collecting. Each research 

encounter generated material for analysis. In this context, however, the 

commitment to inclusivity meant that the collection of material was not limited to 

a particular form of data. Instead as much connected information and material, 

regardless of its format, was collected and included in a body of material 

collected in the course of the project. The intended consequence of working in 

this way was to create a diverse body of material that reflected different 

dimensions of each research encounter and, in the context of analysis applied 

after the fact, offered me the broadest account of events. My intention was that 

with the collection of this information I was able to create a more subtle 

understanding of the contexts in which interactions with climate change 

emerge.  

 

Next, inclusivity of people meant involving any individual that wished to 

participate in the project. This was an essential part of creating diverse 

perspectives on climate change within the project. Practicing inclusivity in this 

way was also an essential part of creating and capitalising on fieldwork 

opportunities. 

 

Finally, inclusivity of ideas refers specifically to involving any perspective on 

climate change that arises in the context of the project. However diverse and 

unexpected these perspectives, their inclusion can offer new insights into 

climate change engagement.  

 

One dimension of my inclusive practice was achieved through the generation of 

significanct convivial relationships with participants. The importance of 

conviviality is discussed in Laurier and Philo’s (2007) paper on seventeenth-
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century coffee houses. They identify the way that the conviviality of the coffee 

house engendered creative co-production amongst participants.  Though visible 

in many parts of this project, the convivial approach taken to research in this 

project is traceable to the project’s informal start, in particular in relation to the 

two groups discussed.  

 

I was keen to work with an ethic of reciprocity in all my research engagements. 

As Lovejoy and Hawkins (2009) describe, reciprocity is a research ethic that 

acknowledges the essential social dimension of all research encounters. An 

ethic of reciprocity means working in a way that acknowledges all contributions 

by participants, and where possible reciprocates. This reciprocation can occur 

for example in the return of time to a project that is important to the participant. 

This notion of reciprocity is closely linked to the ideas of conviviality. Conviviality 

in research enables the research object to be explored in a way that is 

enjoyable for both researcher and participant. The merriness of conviviality 

helps to make the research space a place of friendly intimacy that encourages 

co-production and this can help to overcome the difficulties of discussing 

challenging subjects such as climate change. It also helps to reinforce the idea 

that the researcher benefits from their ability to engage with individuals and 

groups and that this benefit should also be experienced by the group through 

researcher participation or feedback.  

 

Alongside responsiveness and inclusivity another key principle of ethnography 

that makes it appropriate for this research is immersiveness. Researcher 

immersion is a process by which the researcher becomes part of the 

environment in which the research is conducted (Crang and Cook, 2007). The 

positionality of the researcher shifts from that of an outsider to an accepted 

member of the group, becoming part of the material and social dynamic (see for 

example Rose, 1997). 

 

Researchers have approached immersion in their chosen areas of research in a 

variety of different ways. Leyshon’s (2008) research on rural youth required him 

to become familiar and welcome in the social spaces of youth groups, however 
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it was impossible to become a ‘member’ of the group as he was an adult. He 

was, nonetheless, immersed in the field, as much part of the field as possible.1  

 

In this project immersion in the research context enables me to access spaces, 

such as restaurants, oyster fishing boats and participants’ kitchens in which 

engagement with climate change emerges.  As a result I have developed a 

nuanced and detailed understanding of newly familiar spaces. In a very 

practical sense this process involved the development of my understanding of 

social and personal dynamics of different situations.  

 

The day-to-day context of this project meant that I was engaging with spaces 

with which I had various levels of acquaintance. Some spaces were familiar 

from my own life like shops and restaurants whilst others were entirely alien (for 

example the oyster fishing boat). Between these two were spaces that were 

new spaces that resonated with those that I am intimately acquainted with in my 

own life, for example participants’ homes. I approached each space individually. 

In spaces that were already familiar to me I explored the way that I was re-

positioned as a researcher and the effect that this had on the way that I worked 

with people that I already knew.  

 

Immersion also helped me realise the responsive aspects of the methodology. 

As an immersed researcher I would be able to identify shifts in the research 

environment that present new opportunities for research, or represent complex 

or subtle shifts in attitude. The knowledge that an immersed researcher has of a 

research situation is nuanced and detailed, and most importantly given meaning 

by an understanding of the emotional and material context in which it occurs 

(Crang and Cook, 2007). For the researcher one of the great challenges of 

effectively and usefully applying a responsive approach is in finding a way to 

gain understanding of the emotional and material context in which the nuanced 

knowledge is generated. In this project this necessitated me becoming 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  There	  is	  a	  discussion	  to	  be	  had	  about	  researcher	  positionality	  and	  whether	  it	  is	  
possible	  to	  research	  a	  group	  without	  being	  a	  member	  of	  that	  group.	  This	  is	  not	  the	  
place	  for	  this	  discussion	  but	  it’s	  worth	  noting	  that	  this	  issue	  has	  been	  thoroughly	  
examined	  (by,	  for	  example	  England,	  1994;	  Kitchen	  and	  Hubbard,	  1999;	  Rose,	  
1997).	  
2	  The	  Montana	  homestead	  that	  was	  the	  subject	  of	  DeSilvey’s	  work	  was	  turned	  into	  
a	  museum	  as	  a	  result	  of	  her	  research	  interventions,	  formalising	  the	  ‘archive’	  in	  
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immersed in the social and material dimensions of the lives of some of my 

participants.  

 

3.3 Data Gathering Practices     
 

In the context of this thesis a successful responsive, inclusive and immersed 

approach required the inclusion of a number of data collection practices 

frequently associated with ethnography. In the following sections I explore my 

use of interviews, participant observation, workshops, creative data collection 

and documentary photography. 	  

 
3.3.1 Interviews  
 

Across the three fieldwork areas I conducted 16 interviews, five in interactions 

connected with the school focus, five in interactions connected to the 

community focus, and six in interactions connected to the oyster fishery. The 

interviews in this project used a variety of semi-structured and unstructured 

approaches built around a series of thematic prompts (see for example 

Valentine, 1997). Semi-structured approaches were most appropriate in 

instances where I had limited previous interaction with participants and thus 

was able to provide a framework for our discussion.   

 

The interviews in the school strand were with parents and one teacher. Time 

spent in the development of friendly relationships was particularly important 

when I interviewed each of the parent participants. As a result of our familiarity 

these interviews were amongst the most unstructured over the course of the 

fieldwork; they were all extremely informal and chatty, which made it easier to 

find out some of the more banal details of climate change engagement 

processes. In each of the interviews I focused on similar topic areas. We 

discussed whether they were able to identify any processes of engagement with 

climate change. We talked about what they considered processes of 

engagement to be, how those processes formed parts of their day-to-day lives 

and their feelings about their own involvement or non-involvement with those 

processes. We also talked about how they felt about climate change, how they 

understood it, and whether they considered it a feature in their day-to-day lives. 
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Frequently in these interviews we discussed how being a parent had an effect 

on these issues.  

 

The interviews that I conducted in connection with the community-focused 

fieldwork explored the aims of the community groups and their interpretations of 

group dynamics. These interviews were largely as informal as those in the 

school strand because, as a result of my immersion in the groups, I was familiar 

with the people that I was interviewing. Three of the five interviews in this area 

of the fieldwork were group interviews. These groups typically included a 

participant I had interviewed separately. The group interviews focused on 

specific events and projects and provided a way to explore the group dynamics. 

In this area of fieldwork the combination of group and individual interviews was 

useful in identifying discrepancies between personal and group visions of the 

events’ aims.  

 

As the area of research focused on the oyster fishery covered the broadest 

group of participants it is unsurprising that the interviews conducted as part of it 

encompassed a variety of approaches and topics.   

 

The interviews I conducted with chefs, festival organisers and a fishmonger 

were extremely informal and unstructured. Our discussions were focused on the 

relationship between climate change, produce and their practice. In the 

interviews with the chefs we discussed their professional role as enthusiastic 

and influential individuals within communities in the context of food and how this 

linked with contingent narratives of localism and climate change.  

 

My interviews with individuals directly connected with the activities (a fisherman 

and a member of the harbour commission) of the fishery were the most highly 

politicised of those undertaken in this project. In these interviews a number of 

tensions connected with the fishery emerged. I was aware that these 

interviewees viewed our meeting as a chance to publicise their perspective on 

the tensions and as a result I resorted to a more structured approach, which 

enabled me to maintain focus on issues that were more directly connected with 

this thesis.  



	   67	  

3.3.2 Participant Observation  
	  
As one of the core practices of ethnography participant observation played an 

important role across the three areas of fieldwork focus. My participant 

observation practice was sensitively and contextually employed. In different 

project contexts I was situated, variously, as a distanced observer, taking little 

part in the activities, and also as an immersed participant engaged in similar 

activities to other participants in the groups (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007).  

 

In the area of fieldwork focused on the school I was most frequently engaged as 

an immersed participant. In order to be allowed to be at the school site I was 

required to have a CRB check and this meant that I was frequently and happily 

involved as an extra helper at school clubs, events and meetings. I was a 

frequent visitor to the school environment group and gardening club, observing 

the activities of pupils and volunteer parents but also creating activities for the 

pupils to become involved in.  

 

The community focused area of fieldwork presented a number of different 

opportunities for participant observation. Across the two groups that I worked 

with my participant observation practice can largely be divided between 

instances of attending planning meetings and public events.  

 

I attended three planning meetings for Community Group 1 and six for 

Community Group 2. Occasionally I became the minute taker in these 

meetings, performing a similar role to that outlined by DeSilvey (2003) in her 

project on the politics and practice of allotment gardening. I was interested in 

observing the group dynamics of both groups and the way that their politics was 

played out in the meetings. I was also able to observe the different settings in 

which these meetings took place. Community Group 1’s meetings largely took 

place in committee members’ living rooms whereas Community Group 2 

meetings were conducted formally in meeting rooms. This allowed me to 

consider how these different settings contributed to the way the groups 

perceived themselves and the events they were organising.  

 

In these groups’ committee meetings I was very much a participant as well as 

an observer. In both groups I was expected to contribute to the organisational 
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activities of the group, whether by volunteering to take on particular jobs or 

participating  in discussions leading to decisions. I attempted to develop a 

reflexive awareness of the way that my participant role at these meetings 

impacted on my reflections on the meetings themselves and work this into my 

observational accounts.   

 

In contrast, at the major public events organised by both Community Groups I 

found that beyond any functional roles that I needed to participate in (for 

example doing the washing up), my role was largely that of an observer. I 

attended four of the six events held by the Community Group 1 team and the 

main public event planned by Community Group 2. At all public events I spoke 

to people about my position as a researcher, and where appropriate my role 

was announced to people attending. The busyness and conviviality of the 

events organised by both these groups prevented the presence of a researcher 

from having a noticeable effect on the event. I was able to observe different 

people interacting at the events and collect information on the way that people 

were participating in the activities organised by the groups. 

 

In the area of fieldwork concerned with the oyster fishery I had the opportunity 

for participant observation in a variety of different contexts. A particular 

characteristic of this area of fieldwork was my shifting relationship with different 

participants.  

 

As I became more involved with one oyster festival I became more distant from 

the organisers of the other event (whilst still remaining on good terms). This 

offered me the opportunity to observe the two very different festivals as both a 

more distant observer and a more involved participant-researcher over the 

course of a number of years.   

 

In this area of fieldwork I was also offered the opportunity for participant 

observation on board an oyster fishing boat. Although it wasn’t practical to 

repeat this a number of times over the period of fieldwork; my one experience 

offered me important insights into the practical processes of fishing which 

helped me to contextualise my other interactions with individuals intimately 

involved in the working of the fishery.  
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3.3.3 Documentary Photography and Collecting  
	  
I used photographs to document my activities across the project fieldwork. 

Documentary photography provided an important complement to my participant 

observation work enabling me to create a visual record of public events that I 

attended.  

 

The photographs helped to capture the locations of the events and the 

atmosphere generated by the activities. In Pink’s (2009) discussion of 

documentary photography she describes the power of utilising photography to 

capture atmosphere and emotion in an observational setting.  

 

I also collected items connected with events and activities that would help me to 

create a comprehensive account of events later in the research process. I 

gathered meeting notes, emails exchanged between organising groups, public 

emails sent, advertising events, posters and leaflets produced in the course of 

the functions of the groups. I made this practice known to all the members of 

the group that I was working with and found them supportive and comfortable 

with it. For one participant this support evolved into enthusiasm and she began 

to contribute copies of relevant entries from her personal diaries to my 

collection. The collection of public and personal documents that I amassed 

provided me with a broad selection of material that outlined both groups’ aims, 

practices and feelings about their public undertakings.  

3.3.4 Creative Data Collection and Workshops  
	  
Across all of the areas of fieldwork focus opportunities were presented through 

which I was able to collect creative input from participants. In more participatory 

methodologies techniques that require creative input from participants are 

common (see for example; Crang, 2003; Worth, 2009; 2011). The application of 

these methods has typically been directed in either a structured mapping 

approach (see for example Worth, 2009) or as part of a structured co-

interpretive process (see for example Rose, 2011).  
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In contrast, in this project, as part of my ethnographic practice, I have created 

opportunities for creative input in informal and unstructured ways as a way of 

adding a layer of complexity to my account. My intention for this was to provide 

materials for people to contribute their thoughts and feelings about the events.  

 

I broadly framed the feedback spaces in relation to climate change in the 

context of the events, then allowed people to respond to that framing as they 

pleased. This produced some responses that were directly connected to climate 

change, whilst other response focused on different aspects of the events such 

as the social dimensions of the spaces or other issues. The variety of 

responses helped to illustrate the complexity of the day-to-day context in which 

this research was conducted. All the collected material was retained for 

analysis, this helped to show the different ways that people had responded to 

the project activities and understood the complexity of the interactions that 

occurred.  

 

At the Mylor Oyster Festival (2010), as part of the fieldwork focused on the 

oyster fishery, I was curious to see how people would respond to the event 

given an open opportunity to comment. I wanted to create a data collection 

installation in the festival tent that offered the opportunity for people to record 

any comment they wished in a way that added something to the aesthetic and 

atmosphere of the festival.  

 

I achieved this by stringing an unused fishing net from one corner of the tent 

and attaching lots of blank luggage labels and pens (see Figure 10). People 

wrote comments relating to many different elements of the festival and the 

fishery and the spread of the comments helped to capture the breadth of the 

way that people were interpreting the event.  
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Figure 10: Tags Hanging from the Net at the Mylor Oyster Festival 



	   72	  

Figure 11: Photocopied Feedback Sheet from Community Event 1 
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In fieldwork focused around community interactions I had opportunities to 

collect creative feedback from participants at all public events. At Community 

Group 1 events I provided a large drawing and writing space made from 

wallpaper lining and encouraged people to write their thoughts in brightly 

coloured pens (see Figure 11). Across the events I received more than 40 

responses in this way in the form of drawings and comments. This helped to 

capture both a sense of the event and some comments reflecting on day-to-day 

engagements with climate change.  

 

I was invited to produce a stand at the Community Group 2 event that could 

collect reflections of visitors on both the event and their experiences of living in 

Falmouth. I got people to write their comments on whiteboards and 

photographed them (see Figure 12).   

 

In my work at the school I collected creative data from the pupils’ environment 

group. The data that they produced was predominantly in the form of drawings, 

which they explained to me, and I then recorded in note form (see Figure 13).  

 

As part of the area of fieldwork focused on the school I also co-produced a 

series of workshops for the Everyday Futures project. The main purpose of 

these workshops was to engage participants in issues such as climate change 

by reviewing how environmental issues impact on their day-to-day lives. The 

exploration process involved in the initial stages of these workshops allowed me 

to collect the students’ reflections on their understanding of environmental 

issues (see Figure 13). The workshops spanned broad age groups, working 

with primary and secondary students and some helper parents. In the case of 

working with the older children I found these workshops provided useful 

opportunities to collect their interpretations of their parents’ behavioural 

decision-making in relation to the multiple, frequently conflicting pressures of 

day-to-day and environmental issues. This provided a useful counterpoint for 

the interview data collected from parents.  
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Figure 12: Community Event 2 Creative Data Collection 
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Figure 13: Children's Drawings from the Environment Group at the School 
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Figure 14: Children's Drawings from the Everyday Futures Workshop 
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3.4 Challenges 
 

Across the fieldwork for this project I encountered a number of practical and 

conceptual challenges. In the sections below I discuss the three most 

significant. 

 

3.4.1 The Challenges of Researching in Day-to-Day Spaces  
	  
	  In the introduction to the thesis I interrogated the notion of the ‘day-to-day’ and 

described how for the purposes of this project the ‘day-to-day’ refers to banal 

activities often undertaken on a daily basis in familiar local landscapes. As a 

space for empirical investigation day-to-day locations and activities can prove 

awkward and inaccessible locations for research regardless of the specific 

subject matter (Crang and Cook, 2007; Law 2007; Latour, 2012). 

 

This is particularly evident in spaces of the home. The banal activities that 

constitute the day-to-day frequently occur in the private spaces of the home, 

making them difficult to observe. As Blunt (2008) acknowledges, the home is a 

space in which the politics of intimacy and privacy are played out. The implicit 

division that exists between public and private life becomes material in the 

physical division between public and home space. This means that in practice 

people can be resistant to having strangers in their home, and particularly 

researchers as a result of feeling that they are being judged for both their 

behaviours and environment.  

 

In cases where access is possible there is also difficulty in achieving an 

authentic account of behaviour in the personal spaces of the home. The 

perception that the space of the home is an expression of the individual (Blunt, 

2008) is indicative of the richness of home spaces as places in which to gather 

data about individuals. However it also alludes to a recognisable issue 

inasmuch as the presentation of space can alter the way that space is 

perceived. This is particularly problematic in the spaces of the home and 

concerns around presenting the ‘right’ or ‘best’ image of the spaces of home 

has been reinforced in a postmodern concerns culture obsessed with identifying 

home spaces as places for self-improvement and self-representation.  
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In practice the preoccupation with the way that we present our home spaces is 

evident in the phenomena of cleaning for the cleaner.  In this phenomena 

individuals choosing to pay someone to undertake the domestic cleaning duties 

in their home routinely clean and tidy before the contractor arrives as a 

response to anxiety about the potential judgments the cleaner may make about 

lifestyle and habits in the home. This example illustrates the way that spaces of 

home are extremely personal and for those living outside the space, accessing 

an authentic experience will be extremely challenging. To further compound this 

issue, this project’s interest is in the detail of the most banal of daily tasks. 

Research participants were often surprised and suspicious of interest in the 

seeming dullness of their daily activities.  

 

This can lead to suspicion or disbelief in your genuine interest, regardless of 

communication about what the project is interested in, making it challenging to 

gain useful information. Finding a research approach that makes individuals 

participating in the research comfortable and confident in your research 

interactions as well as determining a way of working that allows you to collect 

useful information from the interactions is one of the challenges of investigating 

the day-to-day. In this project I used my knowledge of the difficulties of working 

with the banal practices of day-to-day life to develop a research approach that 

was responsive to these issue. 

3.4.2 The Challenge of Talking about Climate Change  
	  
The esoteric way of talking about climate change I was attempting in this project 

distances it from common uses of the phrase and created a communication 

challenge when I was attempting to recruit research participants. A blunt 

interpretation of the aims of the project could create challenging 

misconceptions. The project could easily be interpreted as either pseudo-

climate science or green-living advice possibly resulting from hyper-exposure of 

the issue in press and government campaigns.  

 

In contrast, more complex explanations of the project aims left participants 

baffled by my interest in the banal details of the day-to-day. This alienation 

created by divulging the conceptual complexity of the project poses a relatively 
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common issue for researchers needing to explain their research topic and 

approach (see for example Leyshon’s (2008) paper on working in the field with 

rural youth on issues of identity, power and culture). 

 

I chose to deal with these difficulties in a similar way to that discussed by 

Leyshon (2008), which involves finding an appropriate way to explain the 

project depending on the context in which the researcher finds themselves. This 

means that project descriptions can be adaptive and respond to the 

participant’s understanding of the circumstances in which discussion occurs. So 

when explaining the project I identified two basic elements: firstly, that I was 

researching what people thought and felt about climate change and secondly, 

that I was interested in whether climate change ever influenced day-to-day 

decisions. I then used these points as the core elements of the project 

description, adapting them to the particular circumstances in which I found 

myself.  

 

3.4.3 Climate Change Activism 
 

One issue that I faced in this project resulted from the challenge of distancing 

the project from distinct green cultural movements such as Transition. These 

movements are well served by research directly focused on their power as a 

sociocultural motivator (see for example Scott-Cato and Hillier, 2010; Smith, 

2011).  

 

This project was not intended to focus on groups with a clear socio-political 

message, but rather to investigate the subtler ways that climate change is 

engaged with and conceptualised in the day-to-day. I was suspicious of 

becoming involved in some of the more established, national groups typically 

associated with sustainability and climate change. My suspicion was not of the 

groups themselves or of their intentions but rather of their well-rehearsed, 

somewhat evangelical and often politicised way of discussing engagement. I 

was concerned this could preclude my ability to discuss the complexities and 

contradictions of climate change in the context of day-to-day life.  
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I was also keen to engage with a broad group of participants, some of whom 

were not actively or identifiably involved with particular environmental 

movements and ideas. Participants involved in groups and movements such as 

Transition and Slow Food were very welcome to participate in the project, 

however I was keen to work with them as individuals rather than as part of a 

group. I was cautious of affiliation to any group such as Transition as I was 

concerned that this could create a barrier to participants wishing to joint the 

project but without the intention of becoming an activist of any kind. 

 

3.5 Confidentiality and Ethics  
	  
My interest, in this project, in exploring the day-to-day details and contexts of 

participants necessarily involves navigating a tricky ethical landscape of 

anonymity, confidentiality and researcher practice.  

 

Falmouth is a relatively small town and as a result basic attempts at maintaining 

the anonymity, such as changing the names of participants, can be relatively 

ineffective. The small details with which this project is so much concerned can 

easily reveal the identity of an individual, for example the identification of 

someone’s role in a particular organisation or event. As part of the normal 

practice of ethnography details of participants are hidden, enabling them to 

contribute anonymously to the project.  

 

This is a standard that I have attempted to uphold in this project. However it has 

proved challenging as, in the context of a project in which the minutiae of the 

context in which an event occurs provides an essential dimension of the 

account, any number of seemingly innocuous details can reveal an individual or 

business’s identity.  

 

I have attempted to manage the tension between the need to include contextual 

details in order to carry out the main work of the thesis and the maintenance of 

standards anonymity.  

 

In the first instance, in writing the thesis I have attempted to remove details that 

are particularly liable to reveal the identity of participants. This includes, where 
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possible, details about organisations and employers. For the same reason I 

have chosen not to include any photographs which show any recognisable 

faces. In images where it was necessary to include faces I have obscured these 

areas of the image so as to make the individuals unidentifiable.  

 

However in some instances it has not been possible to successfully explain a 

research practice without including names, which make events and, as a result, 

individuals, identifiable (a good example of this is Falmouth Oyster Festival). As 

part of my ethical practice I included as little information as possible that was 

not directly relevant to the work of the thesis.  

 

As I was working in the field I became evermore aware of the importance of the 

details of what I was observing/discussing. As such I made sure to have a 

number of open and frank discussions with my participants about what was 

important in the project and the way that the information that I was collecting 

was likely to be used. This enabled me to establish their understanding of the 

research process and ensure that they were happy with the inclusion of any 

details in the thesis.   

 

3.6 Autoethnography 
 

In this project my autoethnographic practice enabled me to reflect on and 

develop my ethnographic work. Capturing a very personal account of my 

research interactions helped me to understand my personal responses to 

events within the project.    

 

The combination of so many research sites and participants frequently left me 

dizzy. Through the development of a disciplined autoethnographic practice in 

which I regularly recorded how each research activity made me feel, as well as 

more general points about my emotional and physical state, helped me to 

develop a more coherent narrative of the project.  

 

The use of autoethnography as a project management tool exposes the role of 

the researcher in making project decisions and adapting to emergent 

circumstances. The autoethnographic material helped to make the messiness 
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of the project visible. Also, perhaps more productively, it makes visible how the 

researcher responds to this mess by making decisions that progress the 

research. John Law (2007) suggests that reflections on these often overlooked 

aspects of the research process provide important insights into the way that a 

project develops and insights into the context in which research interactions 

occur. In this project I was keen to retain as much contextual information in the 

project so that when I came to the point of analysis I could reflect not just on the 

material of research interactions, but also on contextual material which captured 

how I had understood the interaction at the time.  

 

This type of research management is embedded and implicit in ethnographic 

practice (see for example Crang and Cook, 2007), although typically the 

practice remains invisible and unused as a form of research data. The inclusion 

of my autoethnographic project management notes amongst the ‘research data’ 

helped me to contextualise other collected material and draw more nuanced 

connections between materials.  

 

Through my autoethnographic practice I was able to reflect on my shifting 

position within different groups of participants. This was extremely useful as it 

allowed me to explore the different dynamics that emerged between groups of 

participants.  

 

In the fieldwork connected with the oyster fishery I used autoethnographic 

writing as a way of exploring the embodied nature of my experiences of oyster 

fishing and working at the oyster festivals. This type of embodied 

autoethnography, typified by Lorimer and Wylie (2010), is extremely useful for 

untangling the heady mixture of unfamiliar physicality and emotional 

experience. In the context of understanding the oyster fishery this writing helped 

me understand the experiences involved in the narrative of places, practices 

and people involved that extends beyond the sociocultural (Spinney, 2009).    

 

My autoethnographic practice also provided me with to reflect on my own 

engagement with climate change. I was able to track my own responses to the 

events and my own engagement processes with climate change. In particular it 

was useful to explore the connections (and disconnections) between 
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engagement with climate change and behavioural shifts. I was interested to see 

how I responded emotionally to my behavioural decisions in different contexts 

and see where I was able to identify parallels with the experiences of my 

participants. 

 

3.7 Conclusions 
	  
This chapter has explored application of a multi-sited ethnographic approach to 

examine the emergence of engagement with climate change in the context of 

day-to-day life.  

 

I have explored the dimensions of ethnographic practice that makes it 

particularly suitable for the study of the complexities of climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life.  

 

I have also set out how my research practice emerged in the field through a 

combination of descriptions of ethnographic narratives and details of the way 

that I applied techniques such as interviews and participant observation to 

collect empirical material. Reflections on the practical and ethical challenges 

experienced in the field show how I have managed different dimensions of my 

research practice.  

 

Finally, I have illustrated the value of my commitment to complementary 

autoethographic practice, demonstrating the way that it has improved my 

project management but also deepened my interpretations of my ethnographic 

interactions.  
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Chapter 4: Production 
and Exploration of the 
Personal Archive  
4.1 Introduction  
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the way that the personal research 

archive, formed from the ethnographic and autoethnographic data collected in 

the field, enabled me to make sense of the empirical work of the project.  

 

The inclusive, experimental and responsive way in which ethnographic and 

autoethnographic methods were applied in this project captured the cultural, 

nuanced and complex examples of climate change engagement that this project 

sought to identify and made visible processes of engagement frequently 

occluded in day-to-day life. These methods also produced huge amounts of 

data, diverse in both form and topic. 

 

The production of a personal research archive is not unique in cultural 

geography, but its application to the study of climate change engagement is 

unusual. In a multi-sited ethnography where a large quantity of data relating to 

different sites and interactions was produced I found that the formation of a 

personal project archive was very useful. As well as helping me to manage the 

large quantities of material produced it also helped me to maintain focus across 

multiple spaces and relationships. It has proved a particularly useful way of 

physically and conceptually linking elements of the project, bringing together the 

diverse instances of engagement which enables me to make connections 

across field sites, context, themes and experiences to generate a meaningful 

account of engagement in the day-to-day context.  

 

4.2 A Personal Research Archive   
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Law (2004) recognizes the productive nature of social research. In After Method 

he discusses how different activities that form ethnography, many of which have 

been applied in this project, create a tangled mass of material in a variety of 

different forms that must be necessarily pieced together to create meaning.  

 

The methods described in the previous chapter generated over 50 individual 

research interactions with participants, using more than eight different data 

collection practices, all of which generated data relevant to the project. This 

created a mass of collected objects, notes, transcripts, photos, drawings and 

other information that needed to be recorded, collected and retained in a way 

that made them accessible for reflection, analysis and interpretation. The 

extensive amount of material collected and the diversity of form and topic 

required the implementation of strategic and practical management essential for 

the safekeeping of material for data analysis later in the project.  

 

4.2.1 Field Notebooks 
	  
My response to the challenge of managing material produced from the diverse 

activities of the project was to keep a comprehensive set of field workbooks that 

were part scrapbook, part autoethnographic diary and part portable filing 

cabinet. The use of field notebooks is commonplace in many areas of enquiry in 

both human and physical geography. In the following section I will explain how 

these field notebooks became integral to the formal ordering processes used at 

the outset of my data analysis. 
 
Typically field notebooks fulfill a functional role as a space to collect brief 

information in the field and as a complement to other data collection spaces 

(see for example Dummer et al., 2008; Punch, 2012). In this project my use of 

notebook space was extended as both a conceptual and practical space for the 

gathering and exploration of ideas and materials. Importantly I made an effort to 

include all project materials in the notebooks and as such they began to act as 

the core repository for the project.  
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In particular the field notebooks played an essential role in supporting my 

methodological strategy; and acted as the foundation for the ordering and 

analytical processes that allowed me to explore the data collected in the project.  
The field notebooks became more than a place to record my activities in the 

field, they also became a place in which I could bring together the different 

research strands into something more coherent. This is demonstrated in an 

autoethnographic reflection on my notebooks written during the project 

fieldwork: 

 

‘The first notebook seemed like a necessity, something to scribble notes in and 

hold fast the ideas that seemed to be spilling and piling through my brain 

quicker than I could process them. So it was simple; I had to find somewhere, 

something into which to pour this information… In the shop there seemed only 

one option; something serious, heavy and solid, something that would prop up 

the ephemeral ideas and the plans and records of encounters half-formed. It 

seemed that the black books would be a shield for the ideas, a safe place for 

them. This was somewhere that ideas could grow across the page and 

sometimes more unorthodox, words diving down, diagonal, A SHOUT, a 

moment of ideas exploding, screaming to be heard, leaping large from pen to 

page.’ 

  

The extract captures not just the practice of using the notebooks in the project 

but also my ability to understand their function and reflect on the significance of 

recording information in this way. It identifies one of the challenges of 

employing an ethnographic approach i.e. that it is difficult for a researcher to 

retain their sense of what they are achieving as they pursue their interactions. 

As a researcher using a multi-sited ethnographic approach I often felt that whilst 

I was moving from one exciting fieldwork interaction to the next I was in the right 

place doing the right thing. However when I stepped away from the intensity of 

the field I struggled to put together what I had collected into a meaningful 

narrative. Comprehensive use of the fieldwork notebooks helped me to 

overcome this. I was able to piece together thoughts and ideas to make 

connections between the different interactions. The physical proximity of the 

material in the notebooks was essential to this process as it allowed me to 
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easily jump from looking at the material collected from different interactions to 

the next.  

 

The act of recording material into the notebooks also provided an important 

dimension to the process. Through the recording process the ideas and 

moments that become significant are pinned down, recorded and collected. 

This helped me to transform each of the fieldwork interactions from a distinct 

event into a puzzle piece with something to contribute to the narrative of 

engagement produced in the project.  

 

The way that I recorded project interviews offers some insight into the way that 

the notebooks acted as more than a primary recording space. Over the course 

of the fieldwork I conducted 16 interviews, 10 of which were recorded and fully 

transcribed. Copies of the transcriptions were included in the field notebooks. 

Whilst I intended to code the interviews for the purposes of analysis I still felt it 

was important to include the transcripts in my field notebooks, as they had 

become a central repository for all material produced in the field. It was not 

possible to record the remaining six interviews; in these cases I took extensive 

notes both during and after the interview. These were incorporated into the 

notebooks.  

 

This demonstrates that the notebooks were acting, for me, as a physical space 

in which I could maintain the material connected with the project. This space 

was the only space in which the project became physically contained and this 

helped me to understand the different facets of my practice (ethnographic and 

day-to-day) that were included (or not).  

 

The resulting notebooks were vibrant and interesting, bulging with exciting 

objects, ideas and personal responses to the fieldwork. As Figure 15 shows the 

notebooks not only captured the minutiae of the project but also its overall 

character and in particular the vivacity of the participants and their contributions.   
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Figure 15: Field Notebooks 
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4.3 The Use of the Archive   
 

As I have described above through the process of fieldwork I had generated a 

mass of diverse material, some of which seemed troublingly dissociated from 

the tightly focused research questions detailed at the outset of the project. 

Before I was able to begin any rigorous processes of analysis of the data I 

needed to find a conceptual way to manage and understand the mass of data 

produced in my fieldwork. This required the development of a strategy that 

would allow me to work with the material collected to identify connections 

between fieldwork materials. This process helped me to draw out the nuances 

of meaning contained within each piece as well as working out how the diverse 

pieces of material were related to both each other and the research questions. 

Eventually, after much struggle I found it useful to conceive the collection of 

material united in my field notebooks as an archive. This description is not an 

arbitrary way of naming the collection, but rather the opportunity for me to apply 

multiple critical and theoretical lenses, debated through long traditions of 

archival practice, which have enabled me to articulate and critically evaluate my 

approach to handling, analysing and interpreting my data. In this section I both 

explain and justify my description of the material collected in the project as an 

archive and use the literature around archive practice to explain the analytical 

processes applied to that material.  

 

In the context of the study of climate change engagement the use of an archive 

approach has typically only been applied in the study of historical responses to 

climate, for example in relation to the Indian monsoon (Adamson 2012) and a 

Norfolk heatwave (Hulme, 2012). However in the context of the study of 

contemporary climate change engagement it is unheard of. This approach 

however is particularly useful in the study of contemporary climate change 

engagement as it facilitates the ordering and analysis of detail rich examples of 

engagement. This makes it possible to compare examples from different 

contexts and identify resonances between them and creates insights into 

elements of examples that are necessarily overlooked in more reductive 

ordering systems.  
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I am aware that using the term ‘archive’ to describe an informal body of 

contemporary material such as that assembled in this project is unusual and 

unconventional. Typically the term ‘archive’ is used to refer to the large-scale 

repositories encountered in the formal spaces of museums (Bailey et al., 2009; 

Fink, 2006; Hillier and Tzortzi, 2006), libraries, galleries (Tzortzi, 2003), 

institutions (Lynch, 2003) and governmental organisations (Moore and Pell, 

2003). The prevalence of this type of archive space has led to the emergence of 

an academic discourse of the archive as a politicised space through which 

organisational narratives are constructed (see for example Hedstrom and King, 

2003; VanderBerg, 2012; Waibel and Erway, 2009). 

 

In this project my archive is fundamentally different to the formal, large-scale 

spaces typically considered in dominant discourses of archive. My archive is 

small in scale, consisting of a collection of material from this project alone. It is 

informal, and unframed by a dominant organisational narrative. It is also 

contained not in a particular fixed place but in a series of notebooks and audio 

files, maintaining its mobility. Examples of archives assembled in informal non-

museum settings can also be seen in DeSilvey’s work on the artifacts of a 

Montana homestead (2007)2, implicitly in Lorimer’s work on field notebooks 

from a Scottish outdoor centre (2003), and Rose’s (2003) work on family 

photographs. In these works the archive is produced not as a result of the 

setting in which the materials are gathered but as a function of the shared 

purpose of the objects collected and the ways in which the researchers interact 

with these objects.  

 

Regardless of formality of setting and mobility of the ‘archive’ material, all the 

archives discussed here share an approach to gathered material that has 

proved useful in this project. They are all collections constituted from practices 

of recording, made of objects representative of actions, ideas, processes and 

procedures, mobilised by the researcher to generate wider narratives on the 

chosen research topic. The similarity of practice between archive-based 

discourse of analysis and interpretation meant that academic discourses of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  The	  Montana	  homestead	  that	  was	  the	  subject	  of	  DeSilvey’s	  work	  was	  turned	  into	  
a	  museum	  as	  a	  result	  of	  her	  research	  interventions,	  formalising	  the	  ‘archive’	  in	  
which	  she	  was	  working.	  
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archive work were able to provide me with a framework through which I could 

understand the ordering, analytical and interpretive processes undertaken with 

the material collected in the project. In particular these processes offered me 

insight into a practice based understanding of the way that a researcher in an 

archive identifies a body of work and orientates themselves within it, the politics 

of the processes of selection, rejection, ordering, storing, the way that analytical 

practices can be applied across diverse material data forms and the way that 

specific minor stories in the data can be woven together to form insightful 

commentaries in relation to wider research questions.  

 

I had real difficulties understanding the way that parts of my broadly diverse 

collection of material related to both each other and allowed me to construct 

meaningful answers to the project’s research questions. The description of the 

project materials as an archive helped me to begin to find a way through these 

difficulties and link different fieldwork interactions together to find meaningful 

themes.  

 

The diversity of data collection methods, research locations and participants 

involved in gathering project material had generated a similarly diverse set of 

materials gathered in the notebook archives. Through the understanding of the 

archive as a designated place in which material created through the practices of 

a particular project or organisation is stored, I was able to begin the process of 

understanding the organizing principle of the material. Designating the material 

as the project archive helped me to recognise that regardless of the seeming 

particularity of individual materials collected, it was united by the commonality of 

production through project activities, all of which were enacted for the purpose 

of answering the research questions.  

 

I was particularly interested in the way that the concept of the archive created a 

framework for seemingly disparate objects to be brought together by purpose or 

cause to create new meaning. Bailey et al. (2009) describe the way that 

personal stories and organisational documentation sit uncomfortably together in 

archives of the Methodist Church. Bailey et al. suggest that the different 

material and topical starting points within the archived objects offer different 

narrative pathways through the archive, but that the broader interpretive lens (in 



	   92	  

this case the cultural historical influence of Methodism in Cornwall) unites 

seemingly diverse materials.  
 

This process of unification of material in an archive can also be seen in the work 

of Walter Benjamin. In The arcades project (1999) Benjamin meticulously 

collects, identifies and orders information and objects relating to the Paris 

arcades as a way of breathing the past into a changed place and creating an 

allegorical narrative of Paris. Despite the seeming diversity of the material 

collected, Benjamin uses the relationship to archive space as the ordering 

principle of the material. Through the formation of an ‘archive’ the connections 

between material become part of the narratives of the archive. This leads him to 

construct a narrative of the arcades that is both extraordinarily complex and 

remarkably coherent.  

 

Identifying the body of material as an archive also helped me to understand my 

role as creator, editor and analyst of the material collected. I was able to reflect 

on the role that the notebooks had played as a filtering medium through which 

my initial fieldwork engagements were mediated into material form, creating an 

interpretive lens through which the events of interactions were transposed into 

records. Though typically captured in terms of the researcher engagement with 

material in a preformed archive (see for example Bailey et al. 2009; Lorimer, 

2009; Moore 2010; Stoler, 2010), debates about the relationship between 

researcher and archive material locate a degree of judgment on the part of the 

researcher. As particularly captured in Bailey et al. (2009), Lorimer (2009) and 

Stoler (2010), the practical nature of archival research demands that this 

judgment be both acknowledged and accepted. This resonates with the 

approach I have taken with my archive, in which I recognise the inevitable 

interpretation applied in both the construction and analysis of the archive.  

 

The power of the researcher to shape the archive has been long discussed. As 

argued by Derrida (1996) and articulated in Brothman (1997) the archive is not 

only a physical space, but also an impression of the ‘private psyche’ (Brothman 

1997) of the researcher. In the context of this project, this is a useful way of 

thinking about the material produced in the research, as, along with the purpose 

of collection, it is linked by my involvement in its production and recording. 
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Whilst it has a dimension beyond that of a physical manifestation of my psyche, 

thinking about it in this way helps to make visible the implicit processes of 

selection, rejection and interpretation that have shaped the body of work 

selected in the project.  

 

As well as the processes of selection and rejection involved in creating the 

archive, similar processes applied in the construction of my eventual narratives; 

I will discuss these in more depth after I have explained the processes of 

analysis that led to their construction. 

4.4 Analysis of the Archive  
	  
Bailey et al. (2009) identify there is always more than one way into the analysis 

of an archive. In their work on narratives of Methodist life in Cornwall the group 

of three researchers used their different academic and personal perspectives to 

understand different elements of the Methodist experience of Cornwall. Once I 

had established the use of the archive as a way to conceptualise the scale and 

diversity of the material collected in the project, I began to apply analytical 

techniques to the data. These techniques were intended to organise the data 

and allow me to gain a coherent understanding of the relationship between the 

material I had collected and the project research questions. I sorted the material 

and looked at different ways to organise, link and understand the themes 

running through it. These processes included mapping the project activities by 

personal connections, themes and place-based connections. I also began the 

process of coding the data collected in the archive looking for key emergent 

themes.  

 

This type of selection and editing process is part of any academic work. 

However, as Law discusses in Organizing Modernity (1994) and After Method 

(2004), the process frequently becomes invisible as a result of the necessity to 

concisely, effectively and, perhaps most importantly, authoritatively 

communicate an academic argument. Often this process means that elements 

of the fieldwork that do not render an obviously useful nugget of information 

relevant to the text are not retained in the write-up. 
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Despite this, these frequently dismissed details can play an important role in 

unlocking the meaning of the collected data. The importance of detail has been 

recognised in the work of Law (1994; 2004), as discussed above, but it also 

exists in explorations of ethnographic techniques such as Whatmore’s work on 

exploring wild landscapes (2002) and Wylie’s work on his personal experiences 

on the south-west coast path (2005), which recognise the value of experiential 

detail in framing the researcher’s (and the participant’s) understanding of the 

project.  

 

In this thesis I go further than simply identifying the value of peripheral detail 

captured in the project and claiming that it provided me with an essential 

contextual frame through which to understand more direct references to climate 

change. Retaining a sense of this project as a whole has been essential and the 

description of the project material as an archive facilitated my understanding of 

that when handling the data.  

4.4.1 Mapping the Archive   
 

I had comprehensive records of individual events and a good knowledge of how 

they had evolved sequentially, however my understanding of the wider eventual 

shape of my fieldwork interactions was still lacking. This made it difficult to 

identify some connections between materials and trace the emergent processes 

that led the fieldwork’s ultimate form. To help me understand this dimension of 

the project I used the material collected in the project archive to retrospectively 

map the fieldwork interactions that emerged in the field. This process eventually 

resulted in the production of the map (Figure 1) inserted in the previous chapter 

to illustrate the emergent fieldwork network. This map provided an invaluable 

illustrative tool, the process of its production was also significant as it 

contributed to the early stages of fieldwork and data analysis. In this section I 

discuss the process of constructing this map and the resulting analytical and 

interpretive insights.  

 

My approach to mapping the project activity was largely pragmatic and 

motivated by a desire to find a mechanism to record the complex processes of 

the fieldwork and the resulting materials produced. I aimed to find a mapping 

technique that would not only illustrate the complexity of the project but also 
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help me understand it. The process of creating the map was intended as a way 

for me to explore the interrelations between different fieldwork activities, for 

example their role in forming new dimensions of the project and helping me to 

answer research questions.  

 

Overall the processes of mapping contributed to my understanding of how the 

different activities of my project fitted together. The responsive nature of the 

project meant that meaningful information about the importance of social 

contexts was also contained in details of the spatial and social evolution of the 

project. The process of mapping helped to unlock useful understandings of the 

relationships between different social and spatial contexts. This information was 

particularly useful when considered alongside the detailed information that 

emerged from the content analysis of the collected material.  

4.4.2 Processes of Content Analysis and Interpretation  
 

In this section I explain the detailed processes of analysis used to examine the 

contents of the notebooks along with collected audio files. As I have explained 

earlier in this chapter, the material contained in the notebooks includes 

interview transcripts, notes, photographs and collections of ephemera such as 

leaflets picked up at events. Each of these items required detailed analysis. I 

achieved this by examining each item individually and coding the content. For 

textual data the process of coding involved working through every item of text 

looking for key themes and examples. I examined images to consider what was 

represented and came up with a series of keywords that represented what had 

been captured. This helped me to make connections between textual and non-

textual objects.  

 

I conducted three processes of analytical coding relating to emergent themes, 

engagement, and mentions of issues relating to climate change. As I have 

discussed at great length, a large part of my method focused on working 

responsively with individuals with the aim of collecting data that offered a 

different perspective on climate change engagement. This meant that some of 

the peripheral information about context and related themes are extremely 

important to my ability to answer my research questions. Separating and 
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repeating the process of coding in this way helped me to explore the different 

qualities of the information collected.  

 

The first process of coding looked for emergent themes and contexts, but was 

not particularly focused on searching for mentions of climate change or 

engagement. Instead I focused on identifying the different topics covered, such 

as food and family. I considered mentions of these topics in transcripts and 

information collected as well as identifying them in the research contexts in 

which the activities took place. This provided me with an important 

understanding of recurring contextual ideas that emerged over the course of the 

research.  

 

The second coding process returned to the original source material in search of 

examples of engagement. The examples that I picked out conformed to the very 

broad definition of engagement identified in the introduction to the thesis as ‘any 

process through which an idea is explored, interpreted or communicated’. I was 

keen not to limit this examination of the data to engagement with climate 

change, as I wanted to identify the different types and examples of engagement 

that I had witnessed over the course of the project. This helped me to 

understand the way that engagement with climate change was situated 

amongst examples of engagement with other ideas, such as the cultural 

dimensions of the oyster fishery. It also helped me to understand the different 

mechanisms for engagement both amongst examples of climate change 

engagement and other forms of engagement that I encountered in the course of 

project fieldwork.  

 

Finally I returned to the source material to code for encounters with climate 

change. The purpose of this process was twofold. Firstly I wanted to cross 

reference examples of climate change engagement identified when I coded for 

engagement. Secondly I wanted to see if any other instances emerged where 

climate change had become visible or important but where engagement wasn’t 

happening.  

4.5 Interpretation and Making Sense 
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The next part of the process involved working with the results from the different 

analyses to help understand how the information could help me to answer my 

research questions. In the first instance this meant making cross comparisons 

with the results from the different coding processes.  

 

The process of exposing the differences between examples of awareness of 

climate change and examples of engagement with climate change helped me to 

draw out the subtle differences between engagement and non-engagement. 

Cross comparisons between the wider themes of the project then helped me to 

understand some of the wider contextual issues that affected engagement, both 

with climate change and with other issues. Comparing examples of 

engagement with climate change and engagement with other issues helped to 

expose the particular characteristics of engagement with climate change. It also 

helped me to make links between other processes with which engagement with 

climate change resonated, offering me the opportunity to draw parallels with 

analogous processes. In turn this helped me to interpret the details, such as 

behavioural decisions associated with examples of engagement.  

 

Once the information had been coded I was able to look at the identified 

patterns in the context of the existing research map. This helped me to identify 

the way that different patterns connected with different groups, times and 

spaces in the project. This created an insightful, different perspective on the 

patterns and allowed me to think in more detail about the importance of context 

to examples of engagement processes.  

 

Plotting my examples of climate change engagement onto the map of project 

interactions helped me to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of my 

research approach. In particular it helped me to understand the different 

contributions that elements of my research interactions had made to my ability 

to answer my research questions. For example, the directness of the approach 

taken in the school strand helped to reveal the most clearly articulated 

examples of engagement, whilst, in contrast, the contradictions and challenges 

of the community strand rendered examples of engagement fraught with 

tension, complexity and diversity.  
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These processes of interpretation helped me to identify the significant ideas that 

form the basis of the answers to my research questions. In the following three 

chapters, I explore these ideas supported by evidence drawn directly from the 

empirical material collected in the study.  

 

4.6 Conclusions 
 
This chapter explores the way that the formation of a personal research archive 

enabled me to manage the diverse materials produced in the application of a 

multi-sited ethnography.  

 

The use of the archive process is innovative in the study of climate change 

engagement. It is particularly useful to the study of climate change as it enables 

the retention of details through the phases of analysis and interpretation. As a 

result of the retention of these details it was possible to code the contextual 

material thematically as well as for examples of engagement. Through the 

cross-referencing of these coding strategies it was possible to identify 

meaningful links between the contexts in which engagement occur and the 

details of the examples. This meant that engagement could be interpreted in 

relation to the context in which it occurred, offering insight into the role played 

by the day-to-day context in the formation of engagement processes.  

 

In the following three empirical chapters it will become clear how important the 

retention of detail through processes of analysis and interpretation have been to 

the construction of empirical narratives in this project.  

 

 

 



	   99	  

Chapter 5: Features of 
Engagement with Climate 
Change in Day-to-Day 
Life 
5.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter identifies the three key features of day-to-day engagement with 

climate change that emerged in empirical material collected in the project. I 

conducted an in-depth examination of examples collected in the study to 

demonstrate the way that processes of engagement with climate change are 

located in day-to-day life. From these examples I am able to identify three key 

features of climate change engagement in a day-to-day context. I then begin to 

consider the way that these features extend and develop existing 

understandings of climate change engagement.  

 

The three features of engagement with climate change in a day-to-day context 

form the focus of this chapter:  

 

• The momentary visibility of climate change engagement in day-to-day life 

• The imperfect situation of climate change engagement in day-to-day life  

• The way that deeply personal, emotional, moral and ideological aspects 

of engagement are practiced in day-to-day life 

 

This chapter plays a role in framing the next two chapters, which provide a more 

in-depth analysis of the way that the latter two of these features emerge in a 

day-to-day context.  
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As well as revealing the fascinating personal stories of participants, my analysis 

of the archive also uncovered resonances between outwardly distinct examples 

of engagement with climate change. The complexity of each example made 

making simple connections between different instances of engagement 

challenging. This is because insights that these examples offer to our 

understanding of engagement are drawn from an emergent understanding of 

the relationship between the details of individual actions and the context in 

which they occur.  

5.2 Key Ideas  
 
The structural, interpretive and conceptual approaches taken in this chapter are 

underpinned by a number of key ideas which I will briefly outline below.  

5.2.1 The Vignette Approach  
 

In this chapter I present empirical material in two vignettes. The vignette 

approach offered me a way to portray examples drawn from the project that 

retained all of their complexity and subtlety. The inclusion of the vignette 

approach as a means to communicate the complexity of examples in the project 

offers me an essential tool for the explanation of the material collected in the 

project. It is not interpretive tool, which is why it does not appear in the 

methodological sections, but rather a mechanical tool that enables the 

expression of the material.  

 

The examples of climate change engagement uncovered by this project are 

inordinately complex and nuanced. Much of this complexity derives from the 

way that the processes of engagement are deeply embedded in the 

contradictory demands and details of the material day-to-day. To enable the 

retention of the minutiae and complexity, and enable a suitably detailed analysis 

of the material, I have chosen to present two very detailed vignette examples, in 

preference to a larger number of less detailed examples. However, in the 

following chapters which explore aspects of the main characteristics identified in 

this chapter in more detail, I will explore more examples which resonate with the 

vignettes explored here, exposing the richness of the data collected.  
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The vignette approach uses detailed accounts of representative and resonant 

individual experiences to explore wider reaching ideas (Latham and 

McCormack, 2009; Lees, 2001). My decision to use this approach arose after a 

process of experimentation in which alternatives, such as the case study 

approach, were applied. I also experimented with bringing together snippets of 

resonant information to create a woven narrative through which to discuss the 

nature of climate change in the context of the day-to-day. These woven 

narratives, however, failed to capture the complexity of individual experiences 

of climate change engagement through which the personal nature of the 

process emerged.  

 

It was through the details of the stories and experiences recorded in the archive 

that my interpretation of day-to-day engagement with climate change emerged. 

However these details were only meaningful in the context of the story as a 

whole.  

 

The individual stories resonated with my own experiences and the reported 

experiences of my friends and family around me. They were not extraordinary; 

rather they are ordinary and familiar, as likely to occur in my own life or the lives 

of one of my friends and family as they are in life of the individual participating 

in the research. As part of the work of the chapter I wanted to create an 

opportunity for the experiences of participants in the study to resonate with the 

study’s readers and my ability to do this was hindered when the stories were 

fragmented and broken up. For these reasons I chose to employ vignettes, 

selecting examples of individual stories and experiences from the archive. This 

enabled me to explain with the details and nuances of the narratives, conveying 

the complexity of circumstance and emotion.  

 

As well as revealing fascinating personal stories, my analysis of the archive also 

uncovered resonances between outwardly distinct examples of engagement 

with climate change. The complexity of each example made making simple 

connections between different instances of engagement challenging. This is 

because exposition of each example warrants detailed explanation of the 

contextual details. The vignette approach allowed me to focus on the significant 

details of individual narratives described above whilst retaining the ability to 
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identify resonances between examples (see for example Skelton and Valentine, 

1997; Stock, 2012). The vignettes I selected were chosen for their clarity of 

experience and also for the way that they embodied key themes that chimed 

with other narratives and experiences collected in the archive. The in-depth 

analysis of my chosen vignettes illustrates how the narratives connect with 

other examples from the archive. My examination of the vignettes is a product 

of the interpretive lens I formed through iterative analysis of all collected 

material (detailed in Chapter 4). This is evident in the way that I have used the 

vignettes to explain the way that engagement is situated within the context of 

day-to-day life, how it relates to day-to-day identities and how the examples of 

engagement become visible through performances.  

 

Vignettes have been used to elucidate a variety of topics in cultural geography 

and sociology; for example explorations of the African landscape (Stock, 2012), 

elucidations of youth culture (Skelton and Valentine, 1997), understanding 

sociocultural interactions of city space (Latham and McCormack, 2009), and 

examinations of performances associated with countryside pursuits (Marvin, 

2003). In the context of climate change this approach remains largely unused 

(with the exception of some work from Shove, e.g. 2014), and in the context of 

this project the vignette approach offers an insightful and intimate perspective 

from which to consider climate change engagement. This perspective 

emphasises the individual, personal and emotional dimensions of engagement 

processes, elucidating the way that climate change engagement can be the 

stuff of personal dilemmas, joy, embarrassment, care, love and guilt. The 

inclusion of contextual information also captures the way that ongoing 

processes of engagement with climate change are imperfectly situated in day-

to-day life. This perspective on engagement, which sees it as an ongoing and 

dynamic process, sits in contrast to the way that engagement has been typically 

conceptualised in climate change literature.  

 

In the vignettes, and in all other examples drawn from empirical material in the 

project, names have been changed to preserve the anonymity of contributing 

participants.  
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5.2.2 Self-Narration, Performativity and Becoming  
 
 
In this and the following two chapters the narratives of day-to-day engagement 

require the use of a conceptual language that captures both their instrumental 

and personal dimensions. The instrumental dimensions of engagement 

processes are those related to activities and the personal dimensions refer to 

the way that individuals interpret their own actions, intentions and ideas. The 

language associated with conceptualisations of self-narration (Eakin, 1999), 

practice theory (see for example Halkier et al., 2011; Shove and Pantzar, 2005) 

and performativity (Crouch, 2003) provide a useful conceptual tool for the 

expression and interpretation of these dimensions.  

 

The terms self-narration and performativity refer to the processes that we use to 

intellectualise and rationalise our thoughts and behaviours. They create insight 

into the processes of rationalisation that help us to construct and affirm our 

identities and contextual understanding of the world (Eakin, 1999). The 

essential role that self-narration and performativity plays in shaping our 

understanding of ourselves underpins the importance of the interpretive 

processes of climate change engagement with which they are linked. The 

language of self-narration and performativity, for example in the description of 

deliberate acts as ‘performances,’ helps to convey the sense of intention which 

imbues activities undertaken in the context of climate change engagement with 

purpose.  

 

There are important subtle differences between the term self-narration and 

performativity. Eakin (1999) uses the term self-narration to refer to our inner 

narrative, the way that we describe our actions to ourselves to make sense of 

them. This is useful in descriptions of processes of self-interpretation applied by 

individuals involved in processes of engagement to make sense of their actions 

and decisions.  

 

In contrast performativity refers to the way that we construct a sense of self by 

imbuing activities with a sense of purpose and meaning in connection with a 

broader conceptual idea, such as climate change (Crouch, 2003). In this, and 

the following two chapters I have described activities and actions undertaken by 
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participants in relation to climate change as ‘performative’ or ‘performative 

dimensions of engagement processes’. The concept of performativity has 

helped me to make sense of the way that participants undertook actions and 

activities in connection with climate change. In examples of engagement I will 

explore instances when engagement becomes visible though ‘performance’. 

These performances are essential to our wider understanding of climate change 

as they provide moments when largely internalised processes of engagement 

become outwardly visible. On a practical note, the conceptual terminology 

associated with performativity provides me with a coherent way of signalling 

when a participant imbues an activity with meaning as part of a process of 

engagement with climate change.  

 

Crouch develops the theme of performativity around the term ‘becoming’ (also 

used by Grosz (1999, 2005) in discussion of similar phenomena), which refers 

to its transformative power. The term ‘becoming’ refers to the way that 

intentions and aspirations can be realised through the performance of actions. 

This process of transformation cements the realisation of an activity as part of 

an individual’s identity. As such it is particularly important in relation to this 

project, as it helps us to understand and describe the relationship between 

moments of climate change engagement activity and longer-term interpretive 

processes of engagement with climate change.  

 

The notion of becoming used in this project extends Crouch’s original concept. 

Crouch limited becoming to examples of extraordinary actions that transcended 

the normal course of daily life, for example the act of graduating from university 

or becoming a parent. Day-to-day actions were excluded because Crouch 

considered them lacking in content, and therefore less meaningful. However I 

would argue that, whilst day-to-day behaviours appear banal, they are highly 

ritualised. Through the process of ritualisation, day-to-day behaviours become 

imbued with meaning. The repetition that has been associated with day-to-day 

behaviours also makes them deeply entrenched, this makes any shift to those 

behaviours, temporary or permanent, potentially significant.  

5.2.3 Relationship to existing literature  
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In the literature review I explored how this thesis would extend and develop 

existing interpretations of climate change engagement. In this section I headline 

some of the key ideas that this chapter interrelates with and explain their 

importance to its findings.  

 

 

In Chapter 2 I explored the broad dimensions of understanding offered by 

existing climate change engagement literature. In particular I was able to 

identify the way that, necessarily due to the complex nature of engagement, 

existing literature has either located engagement in distinct spaces, such as the 

domestic spaces of the home (see for example Hinchliffe 1996; Marres, 2009) 

or alternately in deliberative or research spaces (see for example O’Neill and 

Hulme, 2009; Waterton et al., 2011). In this project the understanding of climate 

change that these literatures offers is developed through the consideration of 

climate change across the spaces and activities of the day-to-day context.  

 

In the vignettes presented in this chapter, and the further examples presented 

in the next two chapters, I explore the way that when climate change 

engagement is considered across the spaces and activities of day-to-day life it 

becomes evermore fragmented, complicated and frequently contradictory. 

Although challenging, the momentary and imperfect characterisation of climate 

change is useful for the insights that it offers into the emergence of engagement 

process. The creation of an account of engagement that encompasses the 

multiple spaces and practices of day-to-day life also offers insight into 

individuals’ reflexive experience of their involvement with a process of 

engagement. In particular this has led to insights around the way that 

individuals reflect on and respond to their own perceived inconsistencies of 

engagement and their positioning of engagement amongst different day-to-day 

practices.  

 

In the review I also discussed the way that Lorenzoni et al.’s (2007) definition of 

engagement as a ‘state’ could be developed to include a more flexible process 

based conceptualisation in which the three elements of engagement (cognitive, 

affective and behavioural) emerge across day-to-day contexts. This is explored 

in the vignettes presented in this chapter, in particular in relation to the way that 



	   106	  

significant moments occur in which individual elements of Lorenzoni et al.’s 

state of engagement emerge across the day-to-day context and are understood 

holistically by the individuals involved.   

 
The accounts of climate change engagement presented in this chapter’s 

vignettes focus on the complexity and individuality of each engagement 

processes. This extends and explores existing academic work that identifies 

climate change engagement as a socially constructed phenomenon (See 

amongst others Burgess, 1990; Hinchliffe, 1996; Shove, 2010a; 2012; 2014.)  

 

5.3 Vignettes from the Archive: Examples of Climate Change 
Engagement  
 

The two vignettes presented in this chapter are examples of climate change 

engagement processes in the context of the day-to-day. The first example deals 

with an individual’s reflections on her own behaviour in relation to climate 

change through her recollections of walking her dog. The second example looks 

at the different processes of engagement that emerge in the context of group 

activity. This vignette is constructed from my own observations of the event and 

includes autoethnographic material as well as creative responses from 

individuals attending the event.  

5.3.1 Vignette One: Walking the Dog 
 

I first met Kate at the Falmouth Primary School with which I had begun to work. 

She was a parent at the school, actively involved in school clubs and with a 

particular interest in gardening. We met a number of times at school events and 

she was one of a number of participants that I encountered across the different 

research foci, when she popped up at different events and activities with her 

children. We had struck up an informal acquaintance around the project and 

she was interested in helping me with my research, volunteering to be 

interviewed as part of the project.  

 

We met at a coffee shop in Falmouth on 15 April 2010. Our conversation 

meandered through different aspects of life, the project, people we both knew, 
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her children and her feelings about environmental issues. This was 

ethnographic interviewing at its most unstructured. We had spoken so many 

times that it would have been strange and incongruous if I had approached the 

interview formally, rather than as an extension of our existing relationship, 

besides there were things that we had talked about before that I wanted to 

examine in more detail and to change the tone of our relationship would have 

made this impossible.   

 

We began to talk about our different understanding of climate change. My 

understanding of climate change came very much from within the academy, 

through an MSc program, and I was curious to understand how Kate acquired 

and processed that information. She said, ‘I suppose most of it [climate change 

information] is um is more about what’s going to happen than what action. I 

mean I do know what actions you can take but they seem to be on quite a small 

scale’. I was curious to understand whether the apparent smallness of the scale 

made it difficult to connect these actions with such a broad issue. Kate 

responded by presenting the example of car driving to explain the difficulty of 

translating climate change information into action: 

 

 ‘The information is that you have got to cut down driving in your car to save 

energy and things like that I think yeah and you’ll hear that and you’ll think like 

yeah I’ll do that make a conscious effort and then you’ll sort of let things slip and 

think oh god I’m late I’m just going to jump in the car and then I’ll drive half a 

mile or whatever and things like that that are not good at all’. 

 

Kate seemed embarrassed by the discrepancy between her knowledge of the 

issue and the inconsistency of her behaviour. I wondered why and asked, ‘do 

you feel guilty?’. I found Kate’s response to this question extremely interesting:  

 

‘Yes, yes I do feel guilty. Like taking the dog for a walk. Like the other day I got 

in the car and put him in the back thinking I’ll just go to the beach and then I’ll 

take him for a walk and just as I got to the end of the road I thought this is 

stupid so I parked the car and we got out and walked instead, and I thought he 

needs a walk I need a walk why don’t we just go straight to the beach with no 

car.’  
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5.3.2 Analysis of Vignette 1: Walking the Dog 
 

In the above vignette Kate describes a specific event in which she decides not 

to drive the car to the beach for a walk, but to walk the dog directly from a 

house to a nearer beach.3 In this analysis I explore the importance of this 

temporary shift in behaviour to the way that engagement in the day-to-day 

context is characterised. I examine the processes of understanding and self-

reflection, along with the practical situation that enabled the behaviour to 

emerge in this context. I also explore the way that this example becomes 

meaningful to Kate, and the importance that this has to the way that she 

identifies her actions in relation to her beliefs and understanding of 

environmental issues.  

 

At the most basic level this incident reveals how Kate makes a decision about 

the way that she will perform an activity, changing her original course of action, 

based on her understanding of the climate change issue and her desire to 

mitigate its causes. She knows that running a car generates greenhouse gas 

emissions, which contribute to anthropogenic climate change, therefore in this 

instance she chooses not to use her car so as not to create unnecessary 

greenhouse gas emissions.  

 

It is implied that this particular sudden (temporary) behavioural shift was the 

result of a combination of a moment’s pertinent thought, a feeling of guilt and 

the realisation that the required outcome, the walk for the dog, could be 

achieved in such a way that did not necessitate creating emissions. The 

implication is that this transient performance of Kate’s engagement with climate 

change is the result of the simultaneous occurrence of these factors.  

 

Kate’s change of decision is conceptualised by Kate herself as a circumstantial 

response rather than the result of definitive and sudden long-reaching shifts of 

ideology. The result of this, supported by the way that Kate reports this as an 

extraordinary example, is that this decision to change her behaviour is 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  The	  relative	  proximity	  to	  a	  number	  of	  beaches	  and	  coastal	  walks	  is	  a	  feature	  of	  
the	  geographical	  location	  of	  this	  study	  in	  the	  coastal	  county	  of	  Cornwall.	  It	  is	  
reasonable	  to	  assume	  that	  in	  another	  non-‐geographical	  location	  it	  would	  be	  
possible	  to	  replace	  ‘beach’	  with	  ‘park’	  without	  the	  salience	  of	  the	  story	  being	  lost.	  	  
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temporary and reflected in the characteristic meaningfulness, but ultimately 

transient nature of performance rather than the entrenched determinism 

characteristic of practice. This reflects Kate’s understanding of the way that 

climate change engagement is situated within the competing demands of the 

day-to-day context.  

 

However it is also interesting that given the smallness of the action’s 

consequences, Kate remains compelled by her personal politics of 

responsibility to shift her behaviour when an opportunity that she is in a position 

to take arises. This means that given the opportunity to act, however small, the 

individual can feel a sense of responsibility that causes a responsive reaction.  

 

It is significant that Kate does not make the decision to walk to the beach 

instead of driving until she is actually in the car. The divergence from normal 

protocol that occurs – turning the car around and going back – suggests that 

the habitual, decision-making process associated with how to walk the dog was 

not substantially influenced by her engagement with climate change. There was 

no suggestion in the interview that this sudden break with routine was the 

product of any particular revelation about climate change or shift in 

understanding. Rather, the act resulted from fortuitous circumstances that 

provided the opportunity for climate change engagement processes to bubble to 

the surface and, on this occasion, prompted a responsive performance.  

 

It is also pertinent that the reported event had little or no impact on the overall 

format of Kate’s day. For Kate who lives in Falmouth, a seaside town with 

multiple beaches, it is possible to still walk the dog on the beach whether she 

drives the car or walks there. This means that Kate’s decision not to use her car 

had little effect on the realisation of the activity. She still walked the dog; she 

still went to the beach. She may have spent a little more time getting to the 

beach and a little less time on it, but this shift in activity demanded few 

compromises. This demonstrates that the change that Kate makes has little 

impact on her day or wider life. The only noticeable impact that this change has 

on Kate is that she gets more exercise and through her statement that she 

‘needed a walk’ it appears that she thinks this is a beneficial change. This lack 

of impact seems to be relevant to Kate’s ability to realise the performance. 
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Other evidence collected from the project suggests that conflicting interests and 

perceived adverse effects, such as reduced time efficiency, can have an impact 

on the way that an individual chooses to perform an activity.  

 

In the next chapter, which in part looks at the different ways that engagement 

processes with climate change are challenged by the day-to-day context, I will 

examine conflicting circumstances more closely to draw out the nuances of the 

way that they shape processes of engagement. In the context of this chapter, 

and the example of Kate walking her dog, I wish to reinforce the idea that this 

example of engagement with climate change is contingent on the 

circumstances through which it emerges. 

 

This vignette portrays an individual making decisions about how they will carry 

out certain day-to-day activities with momentary reference to climate change. 

These responses are complex and involve a balancing of climate change 

understanding, personal politics and opportunity. As Kate’s description of this 

action, and the context in which it was given, shows that the moment of 

behavioural change is the visible tip of the iceberg of Kate’s interactions with 

and understanding of climate change. I witnessed the report of a fortuitous 

moment in which Kate’s underlying and ongoing engagement with climate 

change becomes visible in this particular performance. It is fortuitous because 

practical circumstances, albeit ones that remain unidentified in Kate’s account, 

such as a lack of possible unwanted consequences alongside the presence of 

an intellectual response to this issue, enable Kate to perform a visible, 

identifiable act of engagement with climate change.  

 

This example only emerged because of the way that climate change 

engagement was framed and practically approached in the project. As part of 

the research approach I used I was committed to the collection and retention of 

details and building embedded relationships with participants. Kate identified 

this moment in an offhand and casual way and, although it was clearly 

important to her, it would have been invisible to any methodology that did not 

prioritise the minor details, or disregarded short-term changes to behaviour.  
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The significant features of this process are its seemingly temporary and 

circumstantial nature. The way that this process was reported in the context of 

the project interview also hints that the visibility of the engagement process in 

the dog walking incident has a wider importance to Kate in relation to the way 

that she reflects and interprets her own engagement with climate change.  

 

Kate chose the anecdote because it was as identifiable to her as a material 

example of her engagement. This was meaningful to Kate as it provided a 

tangible moment through which she could interpret and reflect on her own 

engagement with climate change. Kate recounted this anecdote with a certain 

amount of glee. It seemed that she was pleased that she had a clear point of 

reference amongst her day-to-day experience in which she could identify an 

action through which she was demonstrably making a successful effort to 

change her behaviour in response to her concern about climate change.  

 

Kate’s enthusiasm for her anecdote hints at the complexity of her own 

understanding of her engagement with climate change. At the beginning of the 

vignette Kate identifies what she understands climate change to be, empathises 

with the issue, and expresses a desire to mitigate the effects through her own 

actions, yet she feels unable to achieve continuous or impactful behavioural 

change. She also implies a sense of failure in her struggles to effect continuous 

behavioural shifts, ‘you’ll sort of let things slip and think oh god I’m late I’m just 

going to jump in the car and then I’ll drive half a mile’.  

 

Kate’s awareness of the discrepancy between her understanding of climate 

change and a sense of continued behavioural change offers insight into the 

importance of an individual’s reflection on their own engagement with climate 

change as an important dimension of the way that climate change is situated in 

the context of day-to-day life.  

 

Kate talks about her engagement with climate change using an emotional 

vocabulary that in particular focuses on feelings related to guilt and 

powerlessness. At one point she relates her guilt to an inconsistency between 

an environmental empathy built on an understanding of the climate change 

issue saying ‘yeah I do feel guilty’ before launching into the story of the dog and 
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the car. The guilt appears to be directly connected with a sense that she feels 

that she could and should be changing her behaviour and do more to mitigate 

climate change in the context of her day-to-day life but, because of various 

pressures on time and money, this becomes impossible.  

 

Guilt as an emotion is connected with ideas of responsibility and expectation 

(Hoffman, 1973). The fact that Kate feels guilty tells us something about the 

way that she is responding to her knowledge of climate change. She is informed 

and this creates a sense of responsibility, however, despite this, she doesn’t act 

upon it, perhaps because there are few visible, material or extraneous 

consequences of that choice to stop her (in the next two chapters I will explore 

ideas around guilt and what it tells us about the nature of engagement 

processes more thoroughly). The other emotion that Kate identifies is a sense 

of powerlessness in the face of climate change. In particular she notes that her 

actions feel like they have little effect.  

 

The emotions, personal politics and morality in this example demonstrate the 

personal importance of this moment of engagement to Kate. More broadly they 

also highlight an important philosophical dimension of the instances of 

engagement uncovered in this project. In Chapter 7 I will explore the meaning 

of these emergent moral and emotional framings of the way we interpret climate 

change engagement in academic discourses.  

 

In summary, this vignette offers us a great deal of insight into the personal 

nature of climate change in the context of the day-to-day. Firstly it offers us an 

example of an independent, participant driven and outwardly visible part of a 

process of engagement with climate change. This example evidences the idea 

that climate change engagement processes have a long-term dimension. Whilst 

the action may be momentary, the process that builds to it has been continuing 

for some time. In this example the evidence of a longer, ongoing process can 

be located in the way the action was prompted by a feeling of guilt and the 

reflective way in which it was related in the interview. This sense of significance 

for the participant indicates that visible engagements with climate change 

provide participants with a way to interpret and reflect on their own 

understanding of the issue and reactions to it, thus contributing to a lengthier 
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process that extends beyond the event itself. This example also illustrated that 

breaks from habitual behaviours to include climate change motivated shifts can 

be temporary responses to fortuitous circumstances which become meaningful 

to the individuals involved as part of their reflective understanding of their 

engagement with climate change. This is illustrated through the emotional 

dimension of climate change engagement, where Kate exhibited feelings of guilt 

and powerlessness in response to the climate change issue.  

 

In the next vignette I explore the example of a group meeting, to consider the 

way that a group dynamic affects ongoing processes of climate change 

engagement.  

5.3.4 Vignette 2: An Event for the Community 
 

The second vignette explores an event in which community activists attempt to 

engender local sustainable change for their community. In this space a number 

of different ongoing processes of engagement become visible amongst the 

attendees of the event. This vignette narrative is a product of both ethnographic 

and autoethnographic work (see Figure 16).  

 

The approach taken by the community activists to generating an engagement 

space also provides an insight into their expectations about what change-

making engagement entails. Parallels between this event and research-based 

events also offer us a different perspective on the way that individuals view 

themselves as change-makers and the impact that this role has on the way they 

reflect on their own engagement with climate change. The details of how their 

event unfolded reveal the tensions produced in intentional engagement spaces 

along with examples of different reactions to the event, some of which are 

linked to climate change engagement. These examples help to create insight 

into the effect of events such as this one as mechanisms that create an 

allowance (see for example Gibson and Macleod, 2012; Leyshon and 

Geoghegan, 2013) for climate change engagement, enabling interpretive 

performances and the socio-cultural situation of climate change knowledge.  
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Figure 16: Extracts from my Autoethnographic Notes 
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After the first public meeting of Community Group 1 I had met with their 

organising group to discuss their understanding of the group and its activities. 

At this meeting we discussed the aims and principles of the group, which I 

captured in my notebook in note form (see Figure 16). Amongst these I found 

the group’s focus on the positive rather than the negative, the distance that they 

placed between themselves and other activist organisations and their 

commitment to ‘doing something that is for something’ interesting and exciting 

When I had met with the organisers we had agreed that, in my role as a 

researcher, I could attend events and organisational meetings and collect 

material for my research, but that there were a number of conditions connected 

to my involvement. They required that I participated not only as a researcher, 

but also as an individual, that I treated the group and its events not as a ‘them’ 

but as an ‘us’. They also wanted me to contribute directly to the events, and 

whilst I was unhappy to contribute direct content or frame the events 

themselves I agreed that I would be happy to help them document the events, 

meaning that any information collected about the events and public responses 

to them would be made available to the group in an anonymised format so that 

they could use it to develop future events. They also asked that I contribute to 

the banal processes of organisation, which I was more than happy to do.4 

 

In February an email invitation pinged into my email inbox inviting me to the 

second event with the tagline ‘Want to be informed on issues relating to local 

resilience and community sustainability?’ It went on:  

 
Come to a community meal and film Sunday 14th February 17:30 at the WI. 
At this event there will be a rare screening of 'A Farm For The Future' - an 
eye-opening account of the British farming system's dependency [sic] on 
fossil fuels and the implications of this, while investigating more sustainable 
methods and maintaining an inspirational message too! An optional short 
discussion will follow after which a delicious community meal will be 
available, of which contributions are welcome. Towards the end of the 
evening local musicians will perform. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  In	  practice	  I	  was	  happier	  to	  help	  in	  these	  practical	  ways,	  than	  I	  ever	  was	  with	  the	  
idea	  of	  committing	  myself	  to	  a	  group	  identity,	  which	  always	  made	  me	  feel	  slightly	  
uncomfortable	  in	  my	  position	  as	  a	  researcher.	  I	  managed	  this	  by	  making	  my	  
research	  activities	  as	  transparent	  as	  possible,	  and	  I	  always	  kept	  myself	  at	  a	  
distance	  from	  any	  of	  the	  group	  decision-‐making,	  intentionally	  creating	  some	  space	  
between	  the	  core	  group	  of	  individuals	  responsible	  for	  organising	  the	  group.	  
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The event is donation based and there will be a 'free shop' at the back of the 
hall, an area to donate (and obtain!) unwanted quality books, clothes 
etcetera. 
  
See you then! 
  
The community event team xx 
 
 
"Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can 
change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has." -Margaret Mead 

 

Of course I was going to go, not so much as so be informed on the issues, but 

to see how it panned out and to help with some of the more tedious side of the 

organisation. It was one of the conditions of my involvement with the group.  

On the rainy Sunday evening I arrived early to help the group set up the room. 

The rooms at the Women’s Institute hall were largely brown and, when empty, 

thoroughly dispiriting. A few others had also arrived to help set up. I was 

interested to find that this group of early birds largely consisted of members of 

local organisations. The event organisers had encouraged local volunteering  

groups to attend to show the wealth of activity going on in Falmouth already 

(see Figure 17 for groups represented at Community Group 1 events). 

 
Laura, an important figure in the Transition Falmouth movement, had been 

present at the previous event and was extremely keen to be involved and, 

through that involvement, link the activities of Community Group 1 to the 

Transition movement. This was a contentious issue for the group as at the 

earliest stages of their project they had decided that their activities would be 

inclusive of anyone who wished to participate and independent of affiliations 

with other larger established groups or organisations. In spite of their decision 

not to affiliate with any other group, Community Group 1 retained an identity 

mobilised around promoting community based resilience, sustainability and 

climate change awareness and mitigation. Conversations with Laura at the 

previous events indicated to me that she saw the ethic of the community event 

as in keeping with the ethic of the Transition movement, and mentioned to me 

on multiple occasions that members of the organising committee were also 

members of Transition Falmouth. For Laura it seemed that Community Group 1 

was a semi-autonomous extension of the Transition group’s activities in 

Falmouth. This created some tension at the events between Laura and the 
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Figure 17: Falmouth Community Groups (Highlighted Groups Connected 
to Community Event 1) 
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organising group, who did not share Laura’s interpretation of Community Group 

1 as related to Transition, instead understanding it as a community driven, 

independent act. The inclusive aspect of the group identity, made it impossible 

for the group to exclude Laura, and thus she remained, somewhat 

uncomfortably, on the periphery of the main group, contributing where possible 

to organisation and management of events. I had agreed with the group that I 

would collect responses to the event and so I set up a station constructed of 

large pieces of wallpaper lining paper on which people could record their 

thoughts on the event. I added questions to the blank sheets intended to act as 

prompts for people unsure of what type of things to write such as: ‘What did you 

enjoy about today?’ and ‘Have you got any ideas for us?’. Laura encouraged 

me to add ‘What can we do as individuals/as a community?’; ‘What can the 

council do to help people live more sustainably?’ and ‘What can I do to live 

more sustainably?’. This generated a variety of creative responses from 

attendees (see Figure 18). 

 

 After the event I recorded all responses in my notebook (see Figure 19). These 

responses captured a sense of positivity and enthusiasm that imbued the event.  

 

At the event, when people first arrived they looked shy and a little 

uncomfortable, others greeted each other amiably, familiar from previous 

events as well as local clubs and activities. There were a broad variety of 

people at the event, from family groups, students and older people. By the time 

the event was due to start there were 70 people in the hall and we were running 

short of seats.  

 

The event itself kicked off with some brief introductions to members of the 

organising team who explained to the audience, seated theatre style and facing 

the hall stage area, through the planned events of the evening. This was 

followed by a brief but impassioned talk from a local farmer from an organic 

farm. He was keen to communicate to the audience the importance of buying 

and growing local for both the environment and the local economy. As part of  
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Figure 18: Creative Responses from Community Event 1 Participants 
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Figure 19: Responses Recorded on Creative Feedback Sheet 
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this he promoted his own farm, from which it was possible to get a weekly veg 

box delivered. 

 

This was followed by a screening of the film, ‘A Farm for the Future’ (see 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1449731/ for details), which presented a shocking 

account of industrial scale farming, focusing in particular on environmental 

impacts of this approach. The film was extremely graphic and doom-laden in its 

approach to communicating the dangers of this type of farming, and highly 

idealised in its promotion of local food and cottage industry approaches to 

farming. At the end of the film the audience were very quiet and possibly slightly 

stunned by the intensity of what they had seen.  

 

This atmosphere was broken by a convivial speaker from the Eden project5, 

who shared with the audience details of the Eden project’s research into small 

scale and sustainable farming techniques. He passionately advocated 

supporting local farms and buying local produce for both environmental and 

economic reasons, but kept the tone very light, friendly and encouraging.  

 

The conviviality of the atmosphere grew as the event shifted from a film 

screening to a shared meal. The food had been donated by meeting attendees 

and some ingredients foraged by the event organisers. There was a wide 

selection of foods on offer, with piles of bread, salads and even cakes made by 

generous people. In keeping with the friendly feel of the event, some people 

had attached the recipes for their dishes to their plates so that people could 

recreate them at home.  

 

The deliciousness of the food, and the generosity of the people involved further 

warmed the atmosphere of the meeting and people began to dissolve into 

friendly, chatty groups. I worked my way between the groups and uncovered a 

wide variety of conversations. Some groups were discussing Falmouth and how 

much they were enjoying the food and the event. A group of parents were 

discussing schools, the dates of the half-term holidays and their plans for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  The	  Eden	  project	  is	  a	  Cornish	  visitor	  attraction	  in	  which	  geodesic	  biomes	  have	  
been	  installed	  in	  a	  disused	  clay	  pit.	  The	  biomes	  play	  host	  to	  a	  large	  botanical	  
garden.	  For	  more	  information	  see:	  http://www.edenproject.com/	  
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childcare. One group was discussing the film intently, another talking about 

Falmouth and the challenges of buying and eating sustainably. I found Laura 

and she was keen to discuss how this could translate into local actions, 

becoming impassioned about the possibilities of sourcing local food and 

encouraging others to do the same.  

Amidst this hubbub someone started to play the upright piano in the corner. 

This created a pause in the conversation as people stopped to listen. The 

player was a man, intent and enjoying playing. When he reached the end of the 

first piece he was cheered and encouraged to continue. Later when he had 

played as much as he wished, Annie, the organiser went to thank him. He told 

her that he had been drawn in by the lights in the building and had had no 

intention of attending the event. He was just pleased to have had the 

opportunity to play, and had very much enjoyed the dinner. 

 

After the playing had finished, everyone had eaten and conversations were 

beginning to die out people began to drift off. We began the process of clearing 

up and I, along with some other members of the team, took on the seemingly 

mammoth task of doing the washing up.  

 

One of the final jobs to do before we left was counting the money donated to 

the group to keep the events and projects moving. People had been invited to 

donate any small amount they wished to cover the cost of food and renting the 

facilities for the event. The organisers were expecting people to donate small 

change if anything and were surprised and delighted to find that some people 

had contributed five and ten pound notes. Overall donations totaled more than 

£60, covering the costs of the event and leaving a small amount left in the funds 

with which to plan the next event.  

 

5.3.5 Analysis of Vignette 2  
 

The above narrative describes an approach to creating community-based 

engagement with environmental issues that pastiches existing research 

practices that make use of researcher directed spaces to explore dimensions of 
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climate change engagement (see for example Lowe et al., 20066; O’Neill and 

Hulme, 20097; Nettley et al., 20148). In a similar way to examples of research 

that use this format, this event attempted to create an extraordinary space in 

which engagement with a variety of sustainability issues, including climate 

change, was enabled or prompted with the intention of fostering behavioural 

and attitudinal change.  

 

Within the community event space multiple examples of engagement and non-

engagement became visible. As I demonstrate in the analysis that follows, 

details of the event itself show that the organiser’s ability to achieve their 

engagement goal was compromised by the material realities and social 

tensions of the day-to-day context in which it occurred. This fundamentally 

altered the nature of the event, and reactions to it. This type of challenge is 

essential to the way that engagement practices are shaped in response to the 

compromises that are inherent in every dimension of a day-to-day context.  This 

includes the way that this event impacted on processes of engagement in which 

visitors were involved. I will unravel the event’s framing and organisational 

tensions to consider how it was always already situated in the social and 

practical dimensions of the day-to-day. I will then examine the spectrum of 

responses to the event to understand the way that engagement is co-located 

with other day-to-day issues, passions and pleasures. I will look closely at 

examples of environmental and climate change engagement embedded in the 

event narrative to identify their role in ongoing processes of climate change (or 

other environmental issue) engagement.  

 

Collectively these dimensions will allow me to reflect on what this tells us about 

how events located within and driven by non-expert community members can 

shape climate change engagement in a day-to-day context (and vice versa). 

This process of analysis will also allow me to examine what the parallels 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  This	  paper	  considered	  the	  effects	  of	  showing	  audiences	  the	  film	  ‘The	  Day	  After	  
Tomorrow’	  which	  dramatised	  extreme	  possible	  effects	  of	  climatic	  change.	  
7	  O’Neill	  and	  Hulme’s	  approach	  involved	  identifying	  iconic	  local	  and	  international	  
objects	  and	  landmarks	  and	  considering	  the	  effects	  of	  climate	  change	  on	  them	  as	  a	  
way	  of	  engaging	  people	  with	  climate	  change.	  
8	  In	  the	  course	  of	  this	  project	  a	  visualisation	  of	  future	  sea-‐level	  rise	  was	  created	  for	  
use	  as	  a	  public	  engagement	  tool	  as	  a	  way	  of	  facilitating	  engagement	  with	  the	  local	  
effects	  of	  climate	  change.	  	  
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between this engagement event and researcher framed engagement spaces 

tell us about the way that processes of climate change engagement are 

perceived and understood by community activists and attendees.  
	  

In the initial email invitation to this event it is possible to identify a politicised 

framing; ‘local resilience’ and ‘self-sustainability’ are couched as ‘issues’ that 

people need or want to be ‘informed about’. This, along with the description of 

the film as ‘an eye-opening account of the British farming system’s dependency 

on fossil fuels’ creates a sensationalised approach to the topics. This 

sensationalisation is interesting, as it sits at odds with the overall design of this 

event which pastiches, consciously or unconsciously, elements of engagement 

research through which individuals are exposed to informative stimuli intended 

to prompt behavioural or attitudinal change. In the context of a researcher-

framed event this type of sensationalisation would be inappropriate or 

potentially unethical. The use of this sensationalisation in this context, however, 

is representative of the group’s genuine enthusiasm to affect change. They 

have a passionate belief in the significance of the topic to the general 

population and a need to create change. However, interestingly, the 

organisational group have chosen to embed their ‘shock’ in community spaces 

and have understood the important contribution that the group dynamic offers to 

the exploration of and experimentation with environmental identities and 

actions. This is an interesting extension of the ideas presented by Hinchliffe 

(1996), who considers the role of domestic space for experimentation with 

environmental identities. In contrast this space is public, but familiar and the 

exploration occurs as the individual locates themselves within the group 

dynamic. This is evident in the vignette in the conversational space that opened 

in the room as people were eating. A wide range of topics was covered in these 

conversations, from school routines, to the film and different aspects of 

Falmouth life. Some of these conversations connected directly with topics 

relating to climate change engagement. Others connected peripherally with 

people discussing the challenges of mitigation given the wide-ranging demands 

of day-to-day life. This is an example of a moment when the process of 

engagement becomes briefly visible in conversation, but remains unrealised in 

behaviour.  
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The group’s enthusiasm for generating change is evidenced through the use of 

the Margaret Mead quote ‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 

committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever 

has’ which closes the invitation. This indicates the organisers’ belief that by 

running the event they are part of a process of facilitating and engaging people 

in change. The overall effect of utilising this approach to framing the event is to 

make clear the organisers’ intent to create an extraordinary space in which to 

generate engagement. However, at all points in the conception and delivery of 

this event, it is possible to identify tensions which compromise the project’s 

aims and its ability to deliver and affect change.  

 
Tensions bubbled beneath the surface of this event. Even the framing of the 

event described above was subject to tension between the group’s passion and 

enthusiasm for the topic, their desire to create change, and their somewhat 

different principles of conviviality and inclusiveness. In this section I will argue 

that these tensions had a significant effect on the way the event was 

experienced by attendees and how (if at all) their engagement with climate 

change was altered.  

 

The first tension emerges in the invitation between statements, such as those 

discussed in the previous sub-section, which imply the event is educational and 

transformative, and statements of inclusivity and conviviality such as ‘optional 

discussion’, ‘delicious community meal’ and references to performances from 

local musicians. Even at the outset of the event this tension demonstrates that 

within the group the transformative intentions are compromised by its social 

need to draw people together in what is ultimately a social space of leisure.  

 

The invitation thus gave the impression that whilst the film was important, 

enjoying the free food and music was similarly significant. The struggle revealed 

in this invitation between a desire to promote a sustainability agenda and a 

community agenda which appeals to a more basic social need for interaction, 

shows that the politicisation of sustainability issues, including climate change, 

and the rhetoric associated with that process makes it difficult for organisers 

and activists to position the issues in a way that has broad appeal. The group 

organisers insisted both in emails and at the events themselves, that the 
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meetings were intended to ‘create space’ rather than achieve something more 

specific. Engineering a space rather than organising an event with a defined 

end seemed to be the organising group’s attempt to reconcile these tensions. 

Beyond the screening of the film, participants were able to engage with the 

space in a variety of different ways, which I will explore below. This notion of 

creating a conceptually open space is somewhat contradictory to the 

advertisement for the event in which the emphasis is placed on information. In 

some ways the tension between these two aims reflects the wider tension that 

emerges when engagement with environmental issues and the social, is located 

amongst the economic and pragmatic function of day-to-day life. The event 

illustrates the need for a space in which climate change can be socially located, 

experimented with and explored. However it also demonstrated that within such 

a space the inevitable complications associated with the day-to-day context will 

emerge compromising and challenging the organisers’ ability to maintain their 

original purpose.  

 

The different interpretations of the event create a potentially contradictory 

power dynamic between the organisers and the attendees. Eventually this 

contradiction of intent led to difficulties of organisation that in turn led to the 

demise of the group. In the event considered in this account the first inklings of 

tension are apparent in the different descriptions of the event, however the 

overall enthusiasm of the organising team appeared to have the greatest effect 

in mustering attendees and creating a convivial atmosphere in which the 

meeting occurred. 	  

 

The convivial setting for the event drew in people for a whole variety of reasons. 

In the case of the pianist the event simply provided a longed-for opportunity for 

him to exercise his desire to play music. Contrast this with Laura, of Transition 

Falmouth, who was very motivated about steering dinnertime discussions 

towards issues of sustainability and encouraging people to participate in local 

events. For her the sustainability agenda was both clear and enacted. The gulf 

between these two experiences of the same event illustrate clearly that very 

different performances and agendas can coexist in a shared space as a product 

of an individual’s interpretation of their actions. The approach to planning the 

event, emphasising conviviality and ‘creating space’, potentially encouraged a 
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broad field of attendees with a concomitant range of different experiences, 

interactions and engagements that individuals experience as a result of their 

contextual expectations and personal agenda.  

  

This is further demonstrated in the comments collected as part of the event.  

The feedback comments collected provide a detailed picture of how different 

participants perceived their experience of the event. In some of the comments 

such as, ‘support local suppliers or producers’, ‘boycott supermarkets’ and ‘help 

people who are learning to grow’ a strong sense of localism, sustainability and 

activism is present. In contrast other comments are more focused on the social 

dimensions of the group with comments such as ‘chilled out and relaxed’, 

‘feasting should be part of our culture’ and ‘loved the piano playing’ that 

demonstrate the role the event also performed as a place of leisure.  

 

For some of the attendees this was primarily a social gathering at which they 

were meeting new people and enjoying their Sunday evening. However the way 

that environmental issues were co-located with the social setting creates a 

different dimension to that sociality which foregrounds issues such as climate 

change. Through my own autoethnographic diaries it is possible to identify the 

impact of this event as contributors to the production of future ‘moments’ in 

which engagement became visible or understood in my own process of 

engagement with climate change, although from material collected at the event 

and after clearly varies from participant to participant.  

 	  

The most clarity exists around the engagement experiences of Laura, from 

Transition Falmouth, and event organiser Helen. For them the event offered an 

engagement experience that reaffirmed their belief in the importance of the 

issue, and a way of understanding their engagement as at least partly about 

motivating change in others. Through the event they reaffirmed their 

understanding of their perceived roles and responsibility to encourage other 

people to develop understanding and behavioural change in response to the 

issues. This type of personal and moral invocation in an engagement process is 

something that I will explore more fully in Chapter 6, however its presence in 

this event, as with the presence of guilt in Vignette 1, demonstrates its 

significance as a characteristic of engagement.  



	   128	  

 

A contrast was evident between the impassioned individuals organising the 

event and those less obviously personally involved. For those less involved the 

relationship between the experience of the event and engagement with climate 

change was subtler. For some of the individuals involved in conversations about 

behaviour change the event may act as an interpretive touchstone through 

which they understand climate change in a similar to the way that Kate reflected 

on her dog-walking experience.  

 

In summary, this vignette offers us a complex example of a situation in which 

multiple different examples of engagement and non-engagement can occur. 

From the inconsistent event framing, and the tensions between event 

organisers it is possible to identify the complexity involved in balancing the 

challenges of day-to-day life with a desire to create engagement with climate 

change.  

 

The variety of examples of engagement visible in this context demonstrated the 

diversity of response to the same event. This emphasised the personal nature 

of engagement and the way that the same event can provide different 

interpretive, informative or capacity building opportunities dependent on the 

mechanism of each process.  

 

The importance of emotional and moral responses to the event and the issues 

discussed was apparent in this vignette, highlighting its interpretive importance 

in driving engagement processes. This resonates with the example in the first 

vignette in which the emotional and the moral act as drivers for a performative 

response.  

 

Finally this vignette provides an important example of the way that ongoing 

engagement processes can come momentarily into focus at events or through 

actions. In this vignette the event makes visible a number of different processes 

of engagement, for example the event organiser or participants in discussion 

about the issues. These processes may be ongoing, albeit possibly in a 

fragmented way, however in the context of the event they become 

performatively visible. This is similar to the way that Kate’s engagement 
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becomes momentarily visible in her decision to walk the dog without using the 

car in the first vignette.  

5.4 Major Cross-Cutting Themes  
	  
In the next sections I will identify the three key characteristics of climate change 

that have emerged in my analysis of these vignettes. These characteristics are 

evident to a greater or lesser extent in all the examples of climate change 

engagement uncovered in the context of day-to-day life by this project. As such 

they provide us with an important new understanding of the nature of climate 

change engagement in the context of day-to-day life.  

5.4.1 The Momentary Visibility of Climate Change Engagement  

	  
In both these examples the identification of engagement with climate change is 

a complex and nuanced process. In part this is the result of the way that 

processes of engagement with climate change only become momentarily visible 

in the context of day-to-day life. As I have discussed at various points in the 

thesis I am interested in how engagement is characterised as either as a ‘state’ 

(see for example Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Ockwell et al., 2009) or as a ‘process’ 

(see for example Burgess, 1998; Carvalho and Burgess, 2005; Shove and 

Walker, 2014). The moments identified in this chapter are interesting with 

regard to both state and process based descriptions of engagement identified in 

the literature review. Visibility of a moment of engagement could be interpreted 

as illusive examples of the ‘state’ of engagement, providing evidence of the 

necessary coming together of affect, cognition and behaviour. Alternately these 

moments can be conceptualised as the fruition of wider ongoing processes of 

engagement. In this instance these moments are, metaphorically the visible 

mass of the iceberg above the water, kept afloat by the greater supporting mass 

of interpretive practice and understanding undertaken by individuals beyond the 

view of researchers.  

 

The moments uncovered in this thesis are typified by opportunity in which 

engagement can become embodied in an action, for example in Vignette 1, 

when Kate changed her behaviour in an isolated incident, or an interpretive 

discussion, for example the participant conversations from Community Group 1.  
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These examples and all others in the chapter share the feature that the visible 

moment points not to a self-contained event, but the fruition of wider ongoing 

processes of interpretation, understanding and enactment. In the case of Kate 

in Vignette 1, the decision itself is momentary, but it belies an existing 

understanding of the issue based on an ongoing engagement process. This 

process then extends beyond the incident itself, acting as a touchstone for 

engagement that means Kate can reflect on the way her own behaviour relates 

to climate change. The complex location of these examples in the day-to-day 

makes them challenging to identify, as engagement ebbs and flows amongst 

shifting circumstances, challenges and materialities.  

 

However, the moment that emerges in Vignette 1 is an excellent fit with the 

description of engagement as a state. In the moment of making a decision not 

to take the car to walk the dog Kate is ‘engaged’ and changes her behaviour. 

The recognition of this as a ‘state’ highlights the transformative properties of the 

moment and to a degree the significance of what occurs. 

 

In Vignette 2 important examples of cognitive and affective interactions with 

climate change are captured in the community event. These moments would 

not constitute a ‘state’ of engagement, however they enable significant 

interpretive processes to occur for individuals, which can have an impact on the 

production of future ‘moments’ of engagement (as evidenced in my own 

moments of engagement recorded in my autoethnographic diary). Thus they 

would form part of a process of engagement but not constitute a state of 

engagement.  

 

As I have shown above in this instance both ‘state’ and ‘process’ based 

descriptions of engagement provide useful insights into what is occurring in the 

moments uncovered in these examples. Whilst the description of engagement 

as a process makes it possible to allude to the way that interpretation and 

interrelation with climate change emerges over time, the use of the term ‘state’ 

captures something significant that occurs in that moment. Thus rather than 

understanding these two descriptions as mutually exclusive an interpretation in 

which both processes and states play an important part of the way that 
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engagement emerge across the day-to-day context helps to clarify the 

complexity of the situation.  

 

The usefulness of the recognition of these two important dimensions of 

engagement enables me to explore compromises and complexities that occur in 

the day-to-day context. In practice few moments of engagement emerge with as 

much clarity as the example in this chapter. This means that encounters which 

enable individuals to reflect on any of the cognitive, affective or behavioural 

elements of engagement contribute significantly to processes of engagement. 

In the next chapter I explore in greater depth the way that reflections on climate 

change become embedded in processes of engagement. I have used the term 

‘imperfect’ to describe their fragmentary nature in reference to the way they, as 

a result of contextual challenges, are not realised in united moments of 

cognition, affect and action.  

 

5.4.2 Engagement with Climate Change is Personal, Emotional and 
Morally Charged 
 

The theorisation of climate change engagement processes as either personal or 

social constructions enables climate change engagement to be understood 

from the perspective of the engaged individual (see for example Hinchliffe, 

1996). 

 

When climate change engagement is theorised as either a personal or social 

process, non-expert individuals and groups gain agency over the shape and 

performance of engagement. The use of the term personal refers not only to the 

fact that they are the result of an individual’s engagement process but also to 

the way that this process relates to their understanding of their self, their moral 

responsibility, their personal politics and their emotional response to climate 

change.  

 

The importance of these factors in engagement processes with climate change 

can be seen in all examples of engagement given in this chapter. Regardless of 

the banality of the action or activity through which the engagement process 

becomes visible it is these factors that drive the engagement. In the context of 
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Kate’s dog walking choice it was the feeling of guilt that motivated her shift in 

behaviour, in the context of the organisers from Vignette 2, creating the event 

fulfilled the sense of moral responsibility that they felt in attempting to engage 

people with climate change.  

 

These examples reveal experimentation with environmental understanding 

through personal practice (as identified by Hinchliffe, 1998; Marres, 2009) and 

as the way that engagement becomes visible in the social location of the self. In 

the following chapters I develop my account of the way individuals locate, 

describe and respond to their perceived relationship with climate change.  

5.5 Conclusions 
 

In this chapter I have revealed the complex nature of engagement with climate 

change in the context of day-to-day life through the close examination of two 

subtle examples drawn from the empirical evidence collected in the project.  

 

This helped to reveal three important characteristics of climate change 

engagement in a day-to-day context:  

 

• The momentary visibility of climate change engagement in the context of 

day-to-day life. 

• Engagement with climate change is inevitably imperfect when it occurs in 

the day-to-day. 

• That day-to-day processes of engagement are deeply personal, 

emotional, moral and ideological. 

 

These three different characteristics of climate change engagement in the 

context of day-to-day are significant in terms of our ability to understand 

engagement in this context and redefine engagement to admit important 

examples. The latter two characteristics of climate change engagement; the 

imperfection of climate change engagement in a day-to-day context and the 

personal, moral and emotional dimensions of engagement; both require 

significant further analysis. For this reason I will build the next two chapters 

around each of these dimensions of engagement.  
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The focus in this chapter on the details of only two vignettes was necessary to 

enable me to draw out the nuances, challenges and complexities of climate 

change engagement in a day-to-day context. In the next chapters more 

numerous examples will be included to demonstrate the breadth of the data 

collected.  

 

The further exploration of the moral, personal and emotional dimensions of 

engagements with climate change will help us to understand the way that 

climate change has been conceptualised in the context of day-to-day life. 

Through the exploration of further examples I will be able to unpick the different 

dimensions of personal engagement in the context of day-to-day life.  

 

The next chapter considers the different ways that climate change engagement 

emerges through the challenges, compromises and multiple demands 

characteristic of day-to-day life. As I have already explained I have used the 

term ‘imperfect’ to refer to the way that engagement in a day-to-day context is 

not fully realised as a ‘state’. In contrast the sometime cognitive, affective and, 

on occasion, behavioural engagement that does emerge is shaped by the 

context and problematic from which it derives and this situation offers insight 

into the way that climate change is co-located in day-to-day life. Imperfect 

examples of climate change engagement can also offer useful insights into the 

conditions required to enable or prevent behavioural responses.  

 



	   134	  

Chapter 6: Imperfect 
Engagement with Climate 
Change 

6.1 Introduction  
 
In the previous chapter I showed that one of the significant characteristics of 

climate change engagement in day-to-day life was its complex situation 

amongst the multiple demands and challenges presented by this context. I also 

explained how use of the term ‘imperfect engagement’ refers to the frequent 

emergence of process-based interactions with climate change, which contribute 

to engagement rather than a more fully realised engagement ‘state’ which is 

rarely identifiable in the day-to-day context. In this chapter I explore different 

dimensions of the complex and ‘imperfect’ situation of climate change 

engagement. I uncover and explain the three different types of imperfectly 

situated engagement that emerged regularly in this project, inconsistency, 

ineffectiveness and incompleteness, and consider their individual importance to 

my theorisation of climate change engagement in the context of day-to-day life.  

 
I begin this chapter by highlighting key ideas explored elsewhere in this thesis 

that the examples explored here contribute to and develop. This chapter’s focus 

on the problematic nature of the day-to-day context enables me to add a new 

layer of detail to already nuanced accounts of climate change engagement in 

day-to-day contexts (developed by authors such as Shove, 2012b; Shove and 

Walker, 2014) and explore some of the challenges that makes engagement in a 

day-to-day context necessarily dynamic (see for example Leach et al., 2010). I 

am also able to develop ideas that contribute to existing discourses around 

‘barriers to engagement’ with climate change.  
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As with every aspect of climate change engagement in the context of day-to-

day life the imperfect situation of engagement processes emerges in examples 

in a complex way. I have chosen two examples of engagement processes, 

which are imperfectly situated in day-to-day life to explore in depth. These 

examples retain the detail and complexity that arises as a result of the way that 

the processes of engagement are deeply embedded in the practices, demands 

and beliefs of day-to-day life. Across these two examples all three of the most 

common types of imperfect situation of engagement occur. By first considering 

these different types of imperfect situation in the context of complex examples I 

am able to demonstrate the way that they can occur concurrently, in response 

to different aspects of an engagement process and conditions.   

 

In the final section of the chapter I will look in more detail at each type of 

imperfect situation, looking at a variety of further examples drawn from the rich 

empirical material collected in the project. This will enable me to identify the 

limitations and possibilities associated with each type of imperfect situation and 

consider in more detail the contribution it makes to our understanding of climate 

change engagement.  

 

6.2 Relationship to Existing Literature  
 

As I have stated in the introduction and the literature review this project is 

concerned with identifying the nuances of the processes of engagement that 

are situated across day-to-day life. Existing literature on the way that climate 

change engagement emerges in response to consumption (see for example 

Hobson, 2003; Shove and Walker, 2014), climate change information (see for 

example Carvalho and Burgess, 2005) and personal interpretations of climate 

change and sustainability (see for example Marres, 2009) create a complex 

picture of the way that climate change engagement can emerge in day-to-day 

life. In this chapter I add a layer to that understanding focused on the myriad 

challenges that emerge in the day-to-day context. Through the consideration of 

these challenges I am able to consider the effect of adaptation, reconciliation 

and, in some instances, failure, on the way that engagement emerges and is 

understood in the day-to-day context. The marginal and contested nature of the 

examples considered in this chapter offer a different perspective on the way 
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that climate change engagements emerge and are shaped by contextual 

factors.  

 

In Chapter 2 I also identified an area of literature already focused on the 

problems that exist with engagement in a day-to-day context. ‘Barriers to 

engagement’ were identified that problematised engagement in a day-to-day 

context (see for example Adger et al. 2009; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Moser and 

Ekstrom, 2010; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Semenza at al., 2008). 

‘Barriers’ were described as characteristically halting engagement, however in 

this thesis I will offer a development to their current conceptualisation, which 

identifies their role in individuals’ self-narration of their ongoing engagement 

with climate change.  

 

 

6.3 Complex Examples of Imperfectly Situated or Executed 
Engagement with Climate Change  
 

The examples given in this chapter emerged through discussions with the 

participants about their own understanding of engagement with climate change. 

Recognition of the complexity of the way that engagement processes are 

embedded in day-to-day life is integral to this project and results in the new 

interactions with climate change being uncovered. These interactions are 

frequently challenged by the circumstances in which they occur and imperfectly 

realised, however this offers new insight into the way engagement processes 

unfold in day-to-day life, offering a more complex and contextual interpretation.  

 
In this section of the chapter I will present three complex examples of 

imperfectly situated interactions with climate change that elucidate different 

aspects of engagement in the day-to-day context. The first consists of extracts 

from an interview with Sarah, one of the parents at the local primary school. The 

second is an autoethnographic account of a meeting with a local restaurant 

owner as part of my work with the oyster fishery.  

 

The purpose of these examples is to demonstrate the complexity of the way 

climate change engagement is imperfectly situated in day-to-day life. They 
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show the way that imperfection emerges as a result of the complex contexts in 

which engagement with climate change occurs in day-to-day life. In the analysis 

of each of these examples I examine the contexts and consider why these 

processes of engagement emerge imperfectly. I will identify the different types 

of imperfection visible and consider how they appear contingently, and their 

effect on the process of engagement.  

6.3.1 Example 1 – Interview with Sarah  
 

This section looks at three extracts from an interview with Sarah, a parent from 

a local primary school. Early in the interview Sarah had identified concern about 

climate change, in particular with respect to the impact that it could have on her 

children; she also identified that she undertook a number of activities to help to 

mitigate climate change such as growing food, drying washing outside and 

recycling. In the extracts we see interactions in which Sarah describes 

imperfectly situated engagements with climate change. Although all taken from 

the same interview, her emotional engagement with the different imperfectly 

situated engagements varies, some are considered positive and successful, 

whilst others are viewed with skepticism and concern.  

	  

In the first extract Sarah discusses action that she takes in response to climate 
change:  
 

Sarah: We do recycling; whether that’s the right thing to be doing I don’t know... 

it doesn’t always seem to go to be...some of it is driven up country I believe.... 

to put in the ground.... 

 

Lucy: So do you think sometimes maybe it’s not worth it, or not working as well 

as it should be?  

 

Sarah: No but I do believe it is the right thing to be doing. That’s again a bit 

frustrating.... because our local council only take plastic if it is shaped like a 

bottle. They won’t recycle the other plastics. Has to be bottle shaped crazy 

because bottles come in different types of plastic and I did once talk to the um 

they have a something down on the moor and the person responsible for 

recycling from the council was there. I did ask him about that why… and he just 
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said it was too complicated for people to sort out plastic. So they just did it by 

shape. 

 

There are a number of interesting things occurring in this extract with Sarah that 

illustrate how this example of engagement is imperfectly situated. Sarah 

identifies the act of taking out the recycling as part of a process of climate 

change engagement that involves herself and her family. Her choice of 

recycling, as opposed to some other action, gives the first indication of the 

complexity of this example. Recycling’s diverse environmental benefits mean 

that climate change is co-located amongst other issues such as the reduction of 

landfill waste materials. Sarah’s choice of recycling as the first activity which 

she chooses to link with climate change, instead of for example car/energy use, 

suggests that she does not distinguish between climate change mitigation 

actions and those that will effect other environmental issues such as waste 

disposal and reduction. This means that her understanding, in this context, of 

the effect of her interaction with climate change is causally somewhat unclear.  

 

A second layer of complexity also exists in this example. Sarah doubts the 

value of her actions, she is unable to feel that she is having an effect, as she 

feels unsure about what happens in the recycling process when it is the 

responsibility of others to complete. This means that the process of 

engagement feels unsatisfactory, which creates a kind of incompleteness. 

Sarah’s concern about the effectiveness of her action implies that it is important 

that the processes of engagement in which she is involved do successfully 

mitigate against climate change. This suggests that this process of engagement 

is made imperfect by Sarah’s perception of the circumstances, which are out of 

her control. This lack of control lends Sarah’s perception of her actions a sense 

of both ineffectiveness, created through her concern that her collected recycling 

may end up in landfill, and incompleteness, as a result of her inability to 

satisfactorily complete her intention to create an action which mitigates climate 

change.  

 

In the second extract from the interview with Sarah she discusses her allotment. 

In this example she identifies engagement with climate change through her 

concerns about greenhouse gas emissions connected with food miles: 
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Sarah: oh so why…Oh well I like, I buy organic veg quite a lot of the…and it’s 

quite expensive so obviously it makes sense to be growing your own. And also I 

worry about mileage of vegetables and fruit coming from different parts of the 

world and all those aspects. Makes sense to grow it yourself and grow it 

locally…well last year was the first year that we took it [the allotment] on. It 

wasn’t entirely successful.... we did let the weeds run away with us a bit and I 

was very ambitious and I tried to create a very complicated plan and worked out 

beds and I wanted a bit of everything and I think that’s the mistake I made. This 

year I just tried to keep the weeds under control and paths sorted out. And be 

and just grow a few things.  

…. 

 

Lucy: did you manage to have kind of a salad or....? 

 

Sarah: We did have a salad and we had a few potatoes and a few beans some 

sprouts that’s about it really.  

 

Lucy: That’s still pretty good, for a first year I think its one of those things that 

you build into life but it doesn’t happen straight away. 

 

Sarah: yeah you need to know.... I think you need to be going up 

there....well....several times a week.... and find the time to do that and I haven’t 

really done that before.  

 

This extract provides an interesting example as it captures all three of the most 

common ways climate change engagement is imperfectly located. This occurs, 

as Sarah’s intention to reduce her food miles remains unrealised in the face of 

the practicalities of allotment keeping.  

 

In the first part of the extract Sarah describes the problems that she had 

managing the allotment. The discrepancy between her plans for the allotment 

as a way of creating a cheap, organic, domestic food supply and the reality of 

managing the space and keeping control of the weeds illustrates how plans to 
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create enacted responses to climate change can be scuppered by the reality of 

the required commitment.  

 

Sarah herself recognises the imperfection of her engagement9, and states this 

in the extract. Within Sarah’s probable failure to create a mitigation effect, 

examples of all three types of imperfect engagement emerge. Planned actions 

intended to mitigate against climate change are ineffective when thwarted by 

the competing pressures of a day-to-day context. Sarah is unable to effectively 

reduce her food miles by growing her own food because she lacks the 

necessary skills and time.  
 
Thus this example is also imperfect because of its incompleteness. Sarah is 

unable to realise her intentions to mitigate climate change, thus satisfying her 

original goal. It is worth noting that this sense of incompleteness is emphasised 

because Sarah herself recognises it. Although she takes steps to realise her 

ambition to grow her own food by procuring an allotment and planting seeds 

she is unable to successfully transform this into a harvest. The lack of this 

harvest makes it impossible for Sarah to ignore the fact that she has not 

achieved her intended goal.  
 
In this example there is implicit inconsistency in Sarah’s behaviour. Her failure 

to successfully harvest a crop from her allotment is caused by the inconsistent 

application of her intended behaviour. In the extract she says, ‘I think you need 

to be going up there....well....several times a week.... and find the time to do 

that and I haven’t really done that before’. This statement suggests that Sarah 

hasn’t been able to enact her commitment to allotment gardening, ultimately 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Although	  it	  is	  a	  fairly	  solid	  assumption	  that	  her	  emissions	  were	  increased,	  from	  

the	  inclusion	  of	  the	  travel	  to	  the	  allotment,	  and	  possible	  use	  of	  chemicals,	  and	  not	  

decreased	  by	  the	  production	  of	  food,	  in	  reality	  we	  don’t	  really	  know	  for	  sure	  if	  this	  

was	  the	  case	  or	  by	  how	  much.	  Equally	  some	  judicious	  supermarket	  buying	  might	  

not	  have	  impacted	  her	  emissions	  that	  much	  if	  she	  was	  very	  careful	  about	  choosing	  

locally	  produced	  food	  (even	  though	  the	  supermarket	  supply	  chain	  can	  lead	  to	  

locally	  grow	  items	  continuing	  to	  travel	  large	  distances).	   
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creating the failure to harvest her intended crop. The commitment required to 

act consistently seems to surprise Sarah and reveals how unprepared she was 

to make a long term and consistent change to her behaviour. 

 

Despite this she still takes pleasure in the minor successes of the allotment, the 

growing of green beans and keeping the weeds at bay. This demonstrates how 

performed processes of climate change engagement have multiple meaningful 

dimensions for participants that transcend achievement of climate change 

mitigation through the activities undertaken. In this instance the allotment 

provides not only a place for combatting climate change, but also a hobby and a 

place to learn new skills. Climate change mitigation was just part of the 

allotment keeping rationale and experience, rather than its entirety and the 

example of engagement embedded within it has to be understood in this 

complex context.  

 

This complicates the process of interpreting this example of engagement. 

Although allotment keeping hasn’t been an entirely positive experience and 

Sarah hasn’t achieved her initial food growing aims, the project remains 

ongoing and isn’t imbued with a sense of failure. Sarah’s emotional response to 

the project supersedes the success or failure in relation to climate change. 

Instead all the different sentiments that Sarah feels towards the allotment are 

bundled together creating a complex emotional mixture with both negative and 

positive dimensions. This means that the incompleteness and ineffectiveness of 

the engagement is not dwelt upon, with Sarah focusing instead on her ability to 

improve and adapt to the skills and time commitments required for successful 

allotment keeping.  

 
In the final extract from the interview with Sarah she talks about how she 

struggles to achieve her desire to mitigate climate change and other 

environmental issues: 

 
Lucy: So would you consider yourself as being quite environmentally 

conscious? 
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Sarah: Yes conscious certainly, whether I do everything I should?...It’s quite 

frustrating…I think I get quite frustrated about the um…certain aspects…of the 

way that planning goes in this country… the housing estate that we are on for 

example…there was no thought to make room for allotments or a garden that 

the community could share, or even gardens that were big enough to grow 

anything in and about where they placed houses...I mean our garden is quite 

dark, you couldn’t really grow vegetables in it. So it sort of means that it’s quite 

hard to compost things because there’s no room to do it. You can’t hang 

washing out very easily, there’s not enough room to do that so you end up 

having to use a dryer. So there are lots of annoying things and I think the 

government should perhaps be being a bit stronger about things.  

 
It is worthy of note that in this extract climate change engagement is mixed 

holistically with engagement with other environmental concerns. Climate 

change mitigation related activities such as hanging out the washing, growing 

your own food and terms such as food miles are mentioned alongside 

composting. In this instance engagement with climate change is evident and 

clearly articulated but imbricated with other issues. This shows how complexly 

embedded climate change is amongst other analogous issues, and 

demonstrates that in the context of day-to-day responses these issues most 

commonly appear contiguously.  

 

In this instance this mixing together of different issues does not have a direct 

effect on the imperfect situation of engagement. Instead the troubling element 

of this example is located in the disempowerment that Sarah feels about her 

inability to achieve her desired goals.  

 

Although Sarah questions aspects of her own behaviour in relation to their 

ability to combat climate change her frustration is reserved for what she 

perceives as circumstances out of her control, for example in relation to the 

planning of the housing estate in which she lives with her family. Sarah’s 

capacity to create a performed process of engagement with climate change in 

her garden is thwarted by the nature of the space. Her desires to dry her 

washing outside and grow food are made impossible by the space available to 
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her, meaning that she has to use a tumble dryer and apply for an allotment 

away from her immediate area in order to fulfill her needs and wants.  

 

Sarah’s anger is directed towards bureaucrats and policymakers who she feels 

are thwarting her ability to live in a way that mitigates climate change. It seems 

in this extract that Sarah sees little point in directing all her energy at making 

her behaviour green when there are bigger issues that are out of her control as 

an individual. It appears that she is seeking leadership through policy, which 

supports and legitimates her own behavioural decision-making. The implication 

here is that without decisive policy that supports behaviour that mitigates 

climate change Sarah feels that her actions are tokenistic and lack the ability to 

impact on a large-scale problem.  

 

This exemplifies an incomplete example of climate change. Sarah’s actions are 

unable to offer her the satisfaction of engaging with a worthwhile process as 

she feels disconnected and unsupported. This discourages her from making 

more consistent changes to her behaviour, and means that she is inhibited from 

enacting changes that she would like to make in response to climate change.  

 
Across these three extracts it is possible to identify the diversity of engagement 

with climate change in Sarah’s life. Some engagement processes are more 

successful than others, but none are perfect and all are complexly situated in 

her day-to-day life. These examples demonstrate the frustrations and imperfect 

situation of climate change engagement that can arise as a result of 

circumstances, understanding of climate change, knowledge of required skills 

and commitments and even personal interpretations and emotional reflections 

on experiences of engagement. Most frequently the imperfect situation of 

engagement that emerged occurred as a result of a combination of these 

factors.  

 

Climate change engagement is bound up in the complexity that is an essential 

normative part of day-to-day living. It takes on much of this complexity, 

becoming as compromised, negotiated and imperfect as every dimension of 

contemporary day-to-day life. In the next example we see how this complexity 

translates away from the domestic and into the commercial context.  
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6.3.2 Example 2 – At the Restaurant  
 

This example is in the form of a narrative constructed from both quotes from an 

interview conducted at a local seafood restaurant with the owner, Sally, and my 

own autoethnographic reflections. I have chosen to present this example in this 

way because two narratives of engagement run through this example, Sally’s 

and my own.  

 

There is only one reason people come to this restaurant and that is the food. 

The first time I came here it was with a friend. We had wandered in on the off 

chance, based on a recommendation from another foodie friend. ‘Go there’ they 

said, ‘It’s the best seafood in Falmouth; a hidden gem.’ And it really was, from 

the moment you step through the doors the delicious wafts of garlic, ginger and 

lemon begin to hypnotise your senses.  

 

Today though, I wasn’t here for the food. I was here to see Sally, the owner, 

and talk about the restaurant and the fish. It was a work night and the 

restaurant would be busy, but, she promised, she would dash over for a glass 

of wine and a chat. She knew bits about the project already, always chatty and 

curious when I came in on my now fairly frequent visits, some occasional guilty 

indulgences and other times meals with visiting friends and family, often repeat 

visitors, lured back by the delicious oysters, mussels, prawns and scallops. The 

menu for the restaurant was on a large blackboard along the top of the kitchen 

area, one or two options for each type of seafood, chips and salad sides, red or 

white house wine.  

 

Sally insisted that we taste some oysters whilst we were talking. Tiny delicious 

wild oysters from the Carrick Roads just outside the window and farmed 

Pacifics from Helford, the next river valley along the coast. The Pacifics were 

meaty, a whole mouthful of the sea. In contrast the Cornish natives had the 

most delicate flavour.  

  

We talked about the other food on the menu. She was extremely proud of the 

fact that most things that the restaurant sold were locally sourced. I asked her 

about climate change and other environmental issues. She told me how 
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understanding this was part of who they were, and that local fish was a passion 

of not just environment but people. Her understanding of environment came 

from the people she knew who worked the sea to produce the food she sold. 

The relationship that she had with the fishermen was important to her. She 

looked after them, by buying the food that they produced, keeping it local. 

Keeping the miles down. Looking after Cornwall. It helped to be Cornish, she 

said. They trusted her and she trusted them.  

 

So I asked confidently, everything is local then? ‘No’, she told me, ‘the prawns 

come from Mexico. If I bought them locally we’d never sell them with the price 

we’d have to charge’.  

 

Then the conversation moved on and we talked about other things: when were 

my parents visiting, did I think I’d stay in Cornwall? The restaurant got busy and 

I left to make room for proper customers, grateful that Sally had taken the time 

to talk to me and to share a little bit of her lovely restaurant.  

 

I thought about the prawns all the way home; about how I felt about the 

restaurant’s decision. Should they have only bought local fish? Should they 

have taken the prawns off the menu all together? Then I thought about all the 

times I had eaten there. Part of my enjoyment of the restaurant came from 

knowing it was local food. In a way I felt a little bit cheated. But they never 

claimed all their food was local; that was something that I had inferred. And the 

prawns had been delicious. Maybe they shouldn’t take them off the menu. 

Everyone loved them, and after all, it was only one dish.  

 
In this extract two different narratives of engagement exist, that of the 

restaurant owner and that of the customer. Tension and complexity exists 

between these two narratives, with the restaurant owner seeking to deliver to 

the customer what they demand, whilst having to compromise on her principles 

to deliver. In both narratives the actions of the individuals involved are the 

product of multiple, sometimes conflicting influences. It is this conflict that 

produces the imperfect situation of engagement for both Sally the restaurant 

owner and myself as the customer in these accounts.  

 



	   146	  

Sally’s process of engagement is complicated by balance of economic and 

environmental demands. On the environmental side she is aware of climate 

change issues and sees her commitment to buying local fish as part of that. For 

Sally, the environmental importance of reducing food miles is also closely 

connected with her desire to support the local economy. There is no clear line 

drawn between them, and they appear to coexist for Sally on both a practical 

and conceptual level. This is strongly motivated by her cultural identity, which 

combines both a love of the local landscape and a desire to protect it through 

her actions (which is connected to her response to climate change) and her 

sense of Cornishness. An essential part of Sally’s self-identity is reinforced by 

the way that she narrates the actions of owning and running the restaurant. In 

particular her performances of buying locally sourced fish from Cornish 

fishermen help her to identify her commitment to both the local community and 

sustainable food.  

 

Whilst Sally is deeply involved in her narrative of localism she is forced into a 

position where she must buy internationally to meet the wants of her customers 

at a price they find acceptable. Ultimately maintaining the business necessitates 

this compromise, creating a situation in which Sally feels she is forced to 

practice buying food in a way that is inconsistent with the core values that she 

associates with the restaurant. Sally’s ongoing process of engagement with 

climate change, localism and food sustainability, which is inextricably linked to 

the restaurant, is challenged by this compromise.  

 

This compromise does not undermine Sally’s process of engagement with 

climate change. As we can see from the extract it becomes woven into the 

narrative of the restaurant as an economic necessity. So, for Sally, the process 

of engagement continues in relation to the other fish buying practices but Sally’s 

narrative becomes imbued with inconsistency. This is a brilliant example of the 

way that a narrative of engagement founded upon a particular practice can 

remain intact even when the practice is performed inconsistently. The process 

of engagement is imperfectly situated, but for the individual involved the 

inconsistency is immoveable and unchangeable, so they adapt to the imperfect 

situation, adapting their process of engagement to include the contradiction.  
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The second narrative of engagement is my own, as both customer and 

researcher. Part of my original enjoyment of the restaurant was connected to 

my understanding that I was eating local food. This love of eating local food is 

closely connected to a sense of achieving both a social and environmental 

benefit by reducing food miles and supporting the local economy. It gives a 

sense of not only enjoying the food and the setting but also doing something 

morally good and right in the process.  

 

From my perspective as a customer, knowledge of this flaw in the narrative of 

localism created by the restaurant disturbed my personal interpretation of my 

actions of choosing the restaurant. I felt I could no longer weave my visits to the 

restaurant into my personal narrative of engagement and perhaps more 

importantly, my perception of myself as an individual who chooses a restaurant 

on these grounds.  

 

I understood the commercial quandary and do not question the decision that 

they made. This was more about how I understood my actions. In choosing the 

restaurant I had been narrating myself as an individual making a choice about 

where I ate which was socially and environmentally responsible. It was a small 

thing, but it felt important to me. In this instance my perceived engagement with 

climate change had been made imperfect by this revelation, and I felt cheated 

by it. I had not been intentionally misled. The owners of the restaurant and their 

staff had never promised that all produce would be locally sourced. My feelings 

were largely a product of frustration with myself at how readily I had convinced 

myself of the ideal situation without considering the likely necessary economic 

reality. I was upset by the discrepancy between my understanding of the action 

and the way that it was realised. In terms of the process of engagement, it felt 

compromised and incomplete. Not entirely undermined, but not fully realised.  

 

As I thought about the flaw in my engagement a little more I began to talk 

myself round. I became happier to ignore the flaw and more willing to trade off 

the unsustainability of the Mexican prawns against all the other brilliant 

environmental and epicurean things about the restaurant. Interestingly as I 

thought about this more and more my sense of engagement with climate 

change was restored. Even though I knew that this compromise existed I had 
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decided it was reasonable and worked it into my narrative of engagement, so 

that not only did I continue to go to the restaurant but I also continued to feel as 

if it was part of my engagement with climate change.  

 

Ultimately, I would like to eat local prawns, but I would not pay the price that 

local sourcing would necessitate. It would be possible to go to the restaurant 

many times and never eat a prawn again, in reality this won’t happen. Next time 

I go to the restaurant I will be eating Mexican prawns along with Cornish 

mussels and oysters. My awareness of the compromise will be displaced as I 

buy into the narrative of necessity associated with it. My engagement remains 

imperfect and inconsistent; just as Sally was, I am willing to weave the prawn 

compromise into my narrative as an accepted imperfection in the process of 

engagement. This tells us something important about the flexibility of the way 

we narrate our responses to situations in relation to climate change. I was 

readily able to adapt the narrative of my association with the restaurant, in order 

to maintain my perceived interaction with climate change.  

 

In both the narratives of engagement visible in this extract a process of 

transformation is present. This begins with a process of engagement that is 

then challenged by contextual needs and factors. This results in a compromise, 

in which the process of engagement becomes inconsistent and imperfectly 

situated. In this example both Sally’s and my process of engagement continue 

with this imperfection woven in. Ultimately the process of engagement retains 

its power as a narrative of involvement for both Sally and I.  

6.3.4 Summary of Detailed Examples 
	  
Both of the examples discussed above contain an account of an engagement 

process. They each combine a number of ideas and actions and this creates a 

sense of complexity and disorder, which I have tried to make sense of to 

understand how the process of engagement emerged.  

 

In these examples I have focused on visible moments of engagement with 

climate change. It is essential to understand these performances as the product 

of multiple, sometimes conflicting desires, motivations, opportunities and 

practical circumstances. The details that I have recounted in the examples, 



	   149	  

whether through interview extracts or an autoethnographic account, capture a 

brief snippet of the ongoing lives of the featured protagonists. 

 

 The way that processes of engagement with climate change become imperfect 

as a result of the way they are embedded in day-to-day life is evident in the 

details of the examples. In the first extract Sarah’s process of engagement is 

made imperfect by the practical challenges of allotment-keeping, equivocal 

interpretations of the issues and external factors that relate to the place in which 

she lives, whereas Sally faces the challenge of reconciling her economic and 

idealistic aims. Whilst both examples are distinct in their details, their 

imperfections of situation are a product of the circumstances in which they 

occur. 

 

The complexity explored in these examples is in keeping with existing accounts 

of climate change engagement drawn from the context of day-to-day life (see 

for example Marres, 2009; Shove, 2010a). The focus on the problematic 

dimensions of climate change as a result of this complexity captures an 

important aspect of the dynamic of climate change engagement in day-to-day 

life. The challenging circumstances create conditions in which individuals 

involved in a process of engagement frequently adapt their expectations, 

resulting in a flexible and adaptable approach to the way they understand the 

context and their actions. Alternatively the feeling of disempowerment that 

emerges, as in Sally’s example, plays an important role in the way that an 

individual is able to narrate their interaction with climate change as someone 

interested, but ultimately powerless to act.  

 

6.4 Different Types of Imperfect Engagement with Climate Change  
	  
The compromises and challenges that occur in the day-to-day context typically 

cause imperfect situation of engagement to emerge in one of three forms: 

inconsistency, ineffectiveness or incompleteness. All three of these types of 

imperfection were represented in the examples above. In this section I will 

explore each of these types of imperfection, identifying the circumstances in 

which they arise and considering their likely effect on the process of 

engagement.  
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6.4.1 Ineffectiveness  
	  
In the initial examples we saw that the compromises and challenges created by 

the day-to-day context can result in ineffectively situated engagements with 

climate change. Ineffectively situated processes of engagement do not achieve 

their implicit or stated mitigative or adaptive intention. In the opening example 

ineffectiveness occurred as a result of the challenges that Sarah faced in 

managing her allotment. This is typical of the circumstances in which 

ineffectively situated engagements with climate change occur.  

 

Ineffectively situated engagements with climate change occur when there is an 

identifiable enacted or performed outcome, intended as an act to mitigate or 

adapt to climate change, however in the performance the act does not create 

the intended effect. An example of this can be seen in the following extract from 

the interview with Kate.  

 

Kate, who featured in Chapter 6, also spoke with me about her allotment 

keeping. We discussed how she saw her allotment keeping practice as part of 

her engagement with environmental issues including climate change and how 

she hoped that the ability to grow her own food would enable her to reduce the 

food miles of what she and her family consumed.  

 

However when we got into detail about what she grew she said this:  

 

Kate: Well last year we had different squashes and peas and beans, potatoes, 

beetroot. The courgettes didn’t do very well. Just a lot of cabbages, but actually 

we pulled out a load of cabbages, we dumped them on the compost because 

we didn’t get round to eating them, but that’s because I don’t really like them. 

 

Kate had grown cabbages because they were easy to grow and it made sense 

to her to grow what she could. However by growing for the sake of it she 

produced food that she actually didn’t want to eat. She was unwilling to eat 

something that she didn’t like, and so the cabbages ended up on the compost 

heap.  
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In this example Kate’s engagement with climate change becomes visible in her 

actions at the allotment, and her intentions to reduce emissions through a 

reduction in food miles. However, as Kate doesn’t eat the food that she grows 

she doesn’t achieve her intended mitigation. The inability to achieve intended 

mitigation is typical of examples of engagement that are ineffectively realised.  

 

In a number of instances of ineffective engagements encountered in this project 

the individuals involved did not seem to be particularly bothered by the 

ineffectiveness of their actions. Instead they continued to view, and report their 

actions in terms of their engagement with climate change. This was definitely 

the case in the examples discussed in this chapter, in particular with Sally and 

Kate.  

 

In these examples the intention to complete the action in relation to climate 

change was more important than the effect that the actions had. The wider 

implication of this is that these actions are providing a wider interpretive role for 

the individual through which they understand their relationship with climate 

change. In particular the allotment is providing a space for Kate to explore her 

relationship with climate change and her environmental identity (see for 

example Hinchliffe, 1996). The performance associated with the action is a part 

of the process of engagement and interpretation for the participant, enabling 

them to narrate their relationship with climate change meaningfully. Through the 

action of working in the allotment Kate feels connected with climate change. 

This connection is affective, developed through her embodied experience of 

being in the allotment space, and cognitive, as she makes sense of herself and 

her actions as climate change mitigation and adaptation.  

 

6.4.2 Inconsistency 
	  
Inconsistently situated engagements occur when an individual plans to take 

action to change their behaviour in response to climate change but performs 

their chosen action inconsistently. Typically the individual re-prioritises the 

engagement-related performances amongst other issues and ultimately the 

action is delayed or cancelled as a result.  

 



	   152	  

Inconsistently situated engagements with climate change arise when the 

intended action of an individual is challenged or contested by circumstance 

causing a shift to decision-making, which renders the action inconsistent. Above 

this can be seen most clearly in the example with Sally, when she chooses to 

buy Mexican prawns to serve the demand in the restaurant.  

 

In my own attempts to act in a way that mitigated climate change during the 

course of the fieldwork for this project I acted in a similarly inconsistent way, 

which I recorded in my ethnographic notes.  

 

During my fieldwork I became much more conscious of the things that I could 

do to mitigate climate change. I tried to behave in a way that reduced my 

emissions. One way that I thought I would be able to do this was by changing 

the way that I bought food. I tried to lower the food miles, and by association 

emissions, related to the food that I ate by joining a veg box scheme at a local 

farm. This meant that every week a box of fresh local vegetables would be 

delivered from a local farm to my doorstep, hopefully negating the need to buy 

vegetables from a local supermarket and guaranteeing low food mileage on the 

produce delivered10.  

 

As the following extract from my diary on 2 April 2010  shows I was extremely 

enthusiastic about the initial delivery and full of hope about my ability to have an 

impact on local sustainability:  

 

‘…today I got my first ever veg box delivered. The decision to get a veg box is a 

direct result of my participation in Community Event [Community Group 1]. 

Having realized how easy it was for people to do the things that keep 

communities together and build and promote local produce and producers, I felt 

guilt for not attempting to give up supermarkets and live more sustainably 

myself.’ 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  I	  later	  found	  that	  some	  of	  the	  produce	  included	  in	  the	  veg	  box	  was	  not	  local	  or	  
seasonal,	  for	  example	  bananas.	  These	  were	  included	  to	  fulfill	  the	  expectations	  of	  
what	  is	  required	  in	  a	  weekly	  selection	  of	  fruit	  or	  veg.	  The	  decision-‐making	  behind	  
this	  is,	  in	  itself,	  interesting,	  and	  echoes	  the	  example	  from	  the	  restaurant,	  however	  
this	  section	  of	  the	  chapter	  is	  not	  the	  place	  for	  further	  consideration	  of	  this	  
phenomenon.	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
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I was imagining myself cooking a variety of delicious soups, managing to feed 

myself almost solely from the veg box, maybe along with a few extra orders 

from the locally sourced, organic meat that the farm also provided.  

 

However the reality of life, as someone who lived alone, receiving a veg box 

was quite different from the idyll that I imagined. I found myself stockpiling great 

quantities of beetroot, onions and swede. My attempts at pickling this selection 

left me with little more than an unfortunate smell in the kitchen and some 

brownish, flavour-less mush.  

 

I did have some lovely frittatas, and indeed made some delicious soups. It 

wasn’t entirely a disaster. Although I think if the veg box hadn’t included eggs I 

would have struggled even more.  

 

Guiltily I would sneak to the supermarket and buy exotic imported peppers, 

grapes and salad leafs. I’d tell myself that I didn’t have time to slow cook my 

winter veggies, and that I needed, just for that one night, a quick meal that I 

could serve up in 15 minute.  

 

My feelings at this time were compounded by a fear that I would see someone 

in the supermarket that I knew, as I had been particularly evangelical, perhaps 

even a little smug about my decision to get a veg box, and I was mortified at the 

idea that someone would catch me holding a punnet of blueberries in March.  

 

By August I had stopped getting the veg box. I came home one day to find rat 

had made its way into the box and was nibbling on the (finally in season) 

tomatoes. After that I accepted my fate. I am a supermarket shopper.  

 

This narrative illustrates how processes of engagement undertaken with initial 

enthusiasm can be applied inconsistently as a result of a series of expectations 

that emerge in day-to-day life. In this extract my expectation is that having a veg 

box will enrich my life. In practice I find that I have not accounted for the other 

changes to my diet and the time I spend preparing food. In this instance I was 

unwilling to make these changes, so any engagement I had emerged 
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inconsistently in instances that had limited effect on my life. The finding that the 

expectations and demands associated with modern life can contest intended 

engagement with climate change presents a major challenge for anyone 

attempting to foster behavioural change in response to climate change.  

 

As a researcher in state of heightened awareness I was constantly reflecting on 

my behaviour and the inconsistencies in my decision-making. This made me 

question the way that I was engaging with climate change and how the 

inconsistencies reflected on my commitment to climate change mitigation. In 

contrast I found that other participants, such as Sally, were able to accept the 

inconsistencies in their behaviour without feeling that their engagement with 

climate change was compromised. Most importantly the compromises that 

resulted in inconsistency were always viewed as necessary, removing any 

sense of choice. 	  

	  
The invisibility of climate change enables it to be pushed away from the top of 

any list of priorities. In contrast the demands of keeping day-to-day life moving 

clamor for attention, demanding compromises and presenting imminent 

challenges on an hourly if not momentary scale.  

 

The emergent challenges and re-prioritisations associated with inconsistently 

applied performances of engagement enable me to develop the way that 

‘barriers to engagement’ have been conceptualised in engagement literature. In 

examples such as O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole (2009), Lorenzoni et al. (2007) 

and Semenza et al. (2008), barriers are theorised either as conceptual 

problems or identifiable practical issues that prevent engagement. The first 

theorisation, as a conceptual challenge, can be extended through the complex 

accounts of inconsistency presented here. In these accounts of inconsistency 

processes of adaptation, reconciliation and reinterpretation offer insight into the 

way that challenges to engagement play an important role in shaping the way 

an individual locates climate change in relation to their sense of self. The 

second theorisation, of barriers as identifiable practical problems, can also be 

explored in examples presented in this project. The examples demonstrate a 

complex combination of factors, decisions and priorities that are only partly tied 

to practical limitations. In practice, inconsistent behavioural decisions arise as a 
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result of the impossiblity of resolving competition between personal, social and 

economic issues. It is difficult to unpick how essential the demands that are 

pitted against action with climate change are, however regardless of this they 

have a significant impact on the way that processes of engagement with climate 

change emerge in the context of day-to-day life.  

 

The recognition of ‘barriers’ or challenges remains important as it captures the 

challenging nature of the context whilst opening a discursive space in which it is 

possible to explore reactions and responses which reveal the way that 

individuals position themselves in relation to climate change. 

6.4.3 Incompleteness  
 

An incomplete example of engagement occurs when an intended action cannot 

and/or is not realised. In the examples from the first section of this chapter 

Sarah’s desire to dry her washing on the line as part of her activities to reduce 

emissions remains incomplete because her garden is too dark.  

 

Most frequently incompleteness emerges as a result of a practical problem that 

prevents the intended action from being performed. In Community Group 2 this 

type of imperfection was visible in their attempts to organise their event. 	  

 

Community Group 2 decided to provide food for their volunteers at the public 

event they were running. They made the decision to try to source food locally 

for this meal, partly on environmental grounds and partly to support local 

suppliers. In particular they wanted the bread for the event to be provided by a 

local artisan bakery that used locally ground flour for their produce. 

Unfortunately the baker was on holiday on the weekend of the event and 

intended to close his business whilst he was away. This meant that the 

organising committee had to use another supplier who was not able to bake the 

bread onsite, instead providing it from a central bakery and increasing the food 

miles associated with the product. Community Group 2 had agreed the menu in 

advance with the local chef and other ingredients had been arranged and 

purchased. This made it impossible for any further changes and the organisers 

were forced to compromise on their intended actions. 
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This example demonstrates that failures of completeness are created by 

circumstances that prevent engagement even where the desire to ‘do the right 

thing’ is evidently strong and clearly articulated.  

 

Incompleteness initially appears similar to inconsistency. The important 

difference is that in a failure of completeness there is no opportunity for the 

action to be fulfilled by the individual wishing to perform it whereas in a failure of 

consistency the opportunity exists but it is contested by an individual’s 

interpretation of their circumstances.  

 

Incomplete engagements with climate change also resonate closely with 

accounts of barriers to engagement found in climate change engagement 

literature. The participant is prevented from completing an action they wish to 

undertake in response to climate change (see for example Adger et al., 2009; 

Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Whitmarsh, 2009b). The examples I have identified here 

support the type of characterisation championed by the barriers literature, 

however I offer a development to their account.  

 

I advocate a more focused and contextual understanding of the barrier. In 

practice this means that to understand the wider ethic applied to an individual’s 

day-to-day decision-making, other contextual factors and challenges that inform 

each individual’s actions and frame their response must be understood. 

Frequently the individuals find themselves in what they feel is a compromised 

position with only one effective answer, which is unfortunately to the detriment 

of their mitigation efforts. As a response to this I also advocate for an account of 

barriers to engagement that recognises the importance of incomplete 

interactions with climate change to the individual’s perceived relationship to the 

issue. In particular this relates to the way an individual understands the 

instances of incomplete actions as engagement or not.  

6.5 Conclusions  
 
The complex approach taken in this chapter to the analysis of the challenges of 

climate change engagement has been missing from climate change 

engagement literature. As the examples examined in this chapter demonstrate, 

imperfect engagements with climate change offer an opportunity to understand 
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how climate change engagement emerges amongst the challenges of the day-

to-day.  

 

In the sections above I have explored three different ways that processes of 

climate change engagement become imperfectly realised in the context of day-

to-day life: ineffectiveness, inconsistency and incompleteness. These different 

types of imperfection reveal different dimensions of the challenges of situating 

climate change in day-to-day life.  

 

The different challenges that emerge in the realisation of actions connected with 

climate change reveals a new layer of complexity to accounts of the way that 

engagement processes are situated in the context of day-to-day life (see for 

example Marres, 2009; Shove and Walker, 2014). The level of complexity that 

exists across the day-to-day context makes it difficult to unpick the different 

processes of compromise, reasoning and decision-making that are going on. 

However the production of an account, as here, which focuses on the 

problematic elements of the context is able to offer insights into the importance 

of these challenges to an individual’s ability to locate climate change in relation 

to their sense of self and their experience.   

 

My exploration of ineffective engagement with climate change suggested that 

the meaning of performative dimensions of climate change engagement might 

not, for the participating individual, be entirely connected to the successful 

mitigation of climate change. It is significant that it remained important to 

participants that they felt they were doing something, which implies that the 

activity was serving an interpretive purpose that related to the way that the 

individual identified with climate change and understood it in relation to 

themselves. 

 

In my analysis I uncovered the way that imperfection, in particular 

inconsistency, can be a product of re-prioritisation of contingent factors that 

relate to the circumstances of the individual. The contingent factors uncovered 

in this analysis were predominantly related to pressures of time and 

expectations of choice. The tangible and affective presence of the day-to-day 

context throws the elusiveness and uncertain imminence of climate change into 
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sharp relief. This is evident in the way that actions intended to mitigate climate 

change are adjusted or unrealised and re-narrated around practical challenges 

in a way that enables the individual to make sense of the issue.  The complex 

examples explored in this project demonstrate that complexity of the day-to-day 

context makes it difficult for the visible actions associated with climate change 

engagement to be realised perfectly. In a situation where there are multiple 

demands on an individual it can be difficult to unpick why issues have been 

prioritised above the action associated with climate change engagement. It is 

possible to see, however, that the decisions made are a complex mix of the 

personal and the practical.  

 

Imperfection is frequently the product of circumstance and lack of opportunity. 

The barriers and challenges that arise as a result of circumstance and lack of 

opportunity problematise the typical barriers of engagement conceptualised in 

the literature. Each challenge is deeply contextual and, rather than presenting 

as a general failure of opportunity, requires specific actions or change of 

circumstances to alter the outcome.   

 

The examples presented in this chapter illustrate the need for a more complex 

understanding of processes of engagement that don’t result in behavioural 

change that has an observable mitigative effect. A better understanding of 

these activities could help provide insights into how the participants interpret the 

purposefulness of their actions, and how they understand the significance of 

their shift in behaviour in the context of climate change.  
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Chapter 7: Personal 
Dimensions of Climate 
Change Engagement in 
Day-to-day Life  
7.1 Introduction  
	  
This chapter explores the importance of personal dimensions of climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life and locates them as part of the 

epistemology of climate change engagement that emerges in the epistemic 

space of the day-to-day. In chapters 5 and 6 I identified the importance of the 

emotional and moral dimensions of engagement, collectively referred to as the 

‘personal dimensions’ in a day-to-day context.  

 

This chapter identifies the important role that belief, as an individual’s way of 

locating their sense of self in relation to climate change, plays in the 

epistemology of the engagement process. In the epistemic space of the day-to-

day belief in climate change is central to the way that the issue becomes 

personally relevant and meaningful. In the first part of this chapter I will explore 

evidence of belief in climate change in examples of climate change 

engagement that I have uncovered.  

 

In this chapter I explore the contribution that the identification of the role of 

belief as a way of relating climate change to notions of self can offer to extend 

existing accounts of practical and lived epistemologies associated with the day-

to-day engagement with climate change (see for example Burgess, 1990; 

Marres, 2009; Shove, 2012a). In the introduction to this thesis I called for an 

understanding of engagement with climate change in the epistemic space of the 

day-to-day. A significant part of this understanding results from the emergence 
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of a distinct epistemology or epistemologies of engagement in the day-to-day 

context. The identification of the important role of belief provides one of the first 

steps towards understanding a mechanism for the epistemology of climate 

change engagement in the epistemic space of the day-to-day.  

 

In the second part of the chapter I explore the way that individuals develop a 

relational dialogue with their belief in climate change. I look at the way that 

individuals respond to their belief in climate change morally, invoking their 

system of values (see for example Cloke, 2002; Rorty,1989) to prompt enacted 

responses to the issue  

 

7.2 Belief 
 
Belief in climate change is an essential part of any process of engagement with 

climate change. Belief is both a fundamental driver for action (see for example 

Cloke, 2002; Rorty, 1989) and an integral mechanism for forging an ontological 

connection with phenomena for which the notion of ‘affective connection’ is a 

negotiated process (see for example Brace et al., 2011).  

 

Despite the importance of belief as an expression of the self interrelated with 

climate change, a taboo has arisen around its discussion in relation to climate 

change engagement. This has left belief in climate change overlooked, and 

created a significant barrier to establishing an epistemology of climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life.  

7.2.1 The Taboo of Belief  
 
As a result of the history of climate change controversies such as Climategate 

(see for example Leiserowitz et al., 2013; Nerlich et al.,, 2010) and the 

existence of prominent climate change deniers (McCright and Dunlap, 2011) 

climate change researchers are unwilling to talk about belief in climate change, 

lest cries of disdain be leveled at them from deniers and members of the 

scientific community.  

 

The research community’s sensitivity to criticism from climate change deniers 

(see for example Hoffman, 2011; Leiserowitz et al., 2013; O’Neill and Boykoff, 

2010) is understandable. A great deal of effort has gone towards maintaining 
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the factual and scientific nature of climate science in the face of an onslaught of 

politically and economically motivated criticism (see for example Dunlap and 

McCright, 2010; Jaques et al., 2008). As a result a fear exists of discussion of 

any topic, such as belief, which is perceived as something that could expose 

the climate change to criticism of being unscientific.  

 

Unfortunately this fear, understandable though it is, has implications for the way 

that climate change engagement is understood. The lack of recognition of the 

importance of belief to climate change engagement is damaging our ability, as a 

research community, to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 

epistemology of climate change engagement processes in a day-to-day context.  

 

I begin my discussion on the importance of belief in climate change with the 

identification of evidence of belief collected in examples from this project.  

7.2.2 Evidence of the Presence of Belief in Engagement Processes 
 

In the analysis of the material relating to engagement processes that I collected 

in the project I began to notice that belief in climate change was ever-present. 

In the following sections I examine, first, evidence of the presence of belief in 

processes of engagement, and then consider the important role it plays in those 

processes.  

  

Another reason that the importance of belief in climate change is rarely 

discussed is the difficulty in identifying declarations of belief in climate change 

in direct relation to processes of engagement. In this project I recorded no direct 

declarations of belief in climate change in any of the examples of climate 

change engagement that I identified, yet belief, was implicit in all of them. I have 

identified three different ways in which the implicit belief in climate change can 

be identified in this project: implicit belief as a motivator for action, promotion of 

the project as a mark of belief in climate change and acquiescence to 

participate as a mark of belief.  

 

In some cases implicit belief can be identified in the actions that a person 

performs. Belief can act as the unstated rationale for action that drives a 
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performance, and as such can be traced back through an analysis of the action, 

becoming retrospectively visible.  

 

In the empirical chapters thus far, I have already identified a number of actions 

or intended actions including the example of Kate’s change to her dog-walking 

plans, and multiple examples related to buying and growing food. This is also 

equally the case in examples that I haven’t had the chance to yet discuss in 

detail, for example from the Everyday Futures project.  

 

As part of the Everyday Futures event we ran workshops in schools that 

investigated the way that families responded to some of the challenges of 

climate change and created a discussion around different ways that day-to-day 

behaviours have changed or could change in the future. Examples of 

identifiable changes in behaviour included keeping chickens, getting locally 

sourced vegetables delivered from a local farm, walking to school and only 

buying food from the supermarket that was sourced from the UK. Amongst 

these examples a particular conversation with a student springs to mind as 

relevant in the context of implicit belief in climate change.  

 

At one of the workshops at a local high school we were discussing the 

decisions families made about how they travel to work and school. One of the 

children talked about how his family had tried to work out a way to travel the 

short journeys to school and work without using the car. They considered 

cycling as this would have been the lowest emission option and had talked at 

length as a family about how this would work. Although they eventually decided 

that the amount of extra time that this plan would take rendered the plan 

unviable, this discussion, and the child’s report of it demonstrate an intention to 

act. 

 

Despite the failure to actually act, as discussed in the previous chapter, the 

multiple discussions about possible changes to behaviour show an intention to 

change. In relation to the implicit belief associated with the desire and intention 

to change behaviour this example is particularly interesting. This report came 

from the child, rather than the parent and from this we can infer that discussions 

across the family occur about what action it is possible to take in response to 
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climate change. If this discussion is occurring, regardless of the outcome, this 

means that at least one person in the family has a belief in climate change, 

which is motivating them to take action of some sort in response.  

 

The type of implicit belief becomes more visible the more impassioned the 

individual. Because this project includes a variety of people for whom climate 

change is of varying importance I have not collected a great number of 

examples of people who are deeply impassioned about climate change. For this 

reason I wish to introduce an example from my fieldwork in which an individual 

is impassioned about an issue other than climate change.  

 

Peter the chef’s desire to communicate his knowledge of cookery is evident and 

demonstrates his implicit belief in the importance of knowledge of food. In this 

extract from March, 2010 Peter talks about a cooking demonstration he was 

involved in at one of the community events:  

 

Peter: So going back to the community meal. What I did that day, when I went 

there, was to bring one of my random pastry chefs from the hotel. We had 

obviously come out of a busy day, we did the Falmouth ‘Ready, Steady, Cook’ 

and we came out of that took a half an hour break and came back to the 

community cooking. […] I went into the kitchen and then I started talking to 

people. Initially I didn’t cook anything. So when I gave my talk about my skills 

share I just said I want to hear from you what you want to get out of me. I’m the 

dictionary, find the page and get the knowledge out of me. So if you want to 

learn about chopping a chilli without hurting yourself or slicing onion without 

crying come to me and I will tell you how to do it, and then I’ll show you. So I 

went there, first half an hour I just kept talking about generally how to fry fish, 

this that, then I built up the momentum and I did a few of my really basic 

cooking demo sessions that I do everywhere. One of them was to pan fry a fish. 

What to do and what not to do, what to keep an eye on. While I was doing it 

there were people watching me and I picked up a few characters, I’m quite a 

good judge of reading people because I have to do it in my professional cooking 

demonstrations and stuff. I picked up a guy who was really keen to learn. Had 

never managed to fry a piece of fish. So I got hold of him and focused my 

energy on him. I knew I had a bigger audience [….] but, so I started hinting at 
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him and bouncing ideas off him, throwing questions at him and suddenly after I 

had done my dish I said to him, ‘OK, can you repeat what I did just now. Teach 

me how to fry a piece of fish’. And that’s what he did. He did it step by step, did 

a dish that was entirely different’ […] That’s my idea of community cooking. I 

don’t know where the time went. 6 -7:30 and someone just came in and said, 

we’ve got to eat now. 

 

From this extract we can see Peter’s enthusiasm for passing on his knowledge. 

He is proud of the event and he believes in the importance of cookery skills. His 

pride is evident in his description of the success of the member of the audience.  

 

It is important that this example is contextually situated for Peter as an example 

of community cooking, as it is possible to see that his belief in the importance of 

cookery skills is such that he feels the need to share it. This motivates him to 

spend his free time at the event sharing his knowledge. Peter’s belief in the 

importance of cookery skills motivates his decisions to spend his time sharing 

them is analogous the way that passionate belief in climate change can 

motivate decisions to shift behaviours. This belief, although never overtly 

stated, can be traced back through evidence of his actions themselves, and his 

accompanying description of those actions.  

 
Evidence of belief in climate change is also implicit in the way that individuals 

acquiesced to be part of this project, and through their acquiescence to include 

climate change and other environmental issues in other events in which they 

are involved.  

 

One example from this project of this type of acquiescence is evident in the 

community strand, amongst the organising committee of Community Group 2. 

In this strand a broad group of event organisers held a variety of different 

professional and pastoral roles in the Falmouth community. This included the 

manager of a local community space, the Falmouth town manager and a local 

vicar. All acquiesced to the inclusion of climate change and sustainability into 

the wider agenda for their Falmouth based event.  
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In their positions as event organisers it would have been unlikely had they been 

ambivalent about climate change they would have actively endorsed it. 

However the evidence for this endorsement is clear in their meeting minutes 

from 5 May 2010 (see Figure 20), which show they decided to make 

‘environment’ one of the main themes in the Methodist church hall.  

 

Figure 20: Extract from Community Event 2 Meeting Minutes 

 
In this context climate change is grouped with the environment agenda. This 

type of equivocation around climate change and wider environment was 

common across the work of the project. In this instance it does not detract from 

the way that the evidence illustrates a commitment and belief in the issues 

implied by an environmental agenda.  

	  

Although belief in climate change is implicit and frequently invisible, sometimes 

it can be glimpsed through the way that individuals share elements of their 

identity. One such moment when this sense of shared identity based on belief in 

climate change became visible was in one of the interviews with the primary 

school parents.  

 

Lucy: How did you hear about the project?  

 

Sophie: Kate 

 

Lucy: Kate X?  

 

Sophie: Yeah Kate approached me on the beach… and we, I don't know her 

terribly well, l but we both felt, well I went and did a composting workshop down 

at the dracaena centre and she was on the same course, it was just a three or 

four hour thing um and she also does gardening club and things at the school 
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and um she also is quite involved in fundraisingy sort of things and she knew 

that I was so she approached me. 

 

Kate mentioned the project to Sophie because she recognised that they share a 

world-view which includes belief in climate change. The evidence that what they 

share extends beyond interest and hobbies is the inclusion of the phrase 

‘fundraisingy sort of things’ which suggests they are also in agreement over 

morally laden activities such as volunteering. Belief in climate change is not 

explicitly mentioned, but it is implicit in the awkward moment when she says, ‘I 

don’t know her terribly well, I, but we both felt, well we went and did the 

composting workshop’. In this moment the thing that they share is belief in 

climate change, but they are unable to articulate this, so instead they 

equivocate and refer to the composting workshops that they both attended and 

Kate’s role in organising the gardening club.  

 

However this acknowledgement of shared world-view underpins their 

interactions with each other and by extension this project. They are interested in 

participating, because they believe in climate change and that makes the 

project meaningful to them.  

7.2.3 Summary  
 
These examples have enabled me to identify that belief in climate change was 

present in a number of instances of engagement uncovered by this project. In 

each of these examples belief in climate change is revealed in a different way.  

 

Despite the difference between these examples each demonstrates the role 

that belief in climate change plays in setting up a dialectic through which 

individuals understand themselves in relation to climate change. Although 

identifiable declarations of belief in climate change are elusive, these examples 

demonstrate its presence and legitimise the following discussion on importance 

of belief.  

 

7.3 The Importance of Belief in Climate Change  
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In this section I explore the importance of belief to the existence of 

engagement. I begin with an example in which belief is not present, through 

which I am able to highlight the way that a lack of belief in climate change 

prevents the emergence of a relational dialectic through which an individual is 

able to make climate change personally meaningful. I then make the case that 

belief underpins a relational and practical epistemology of climate change 

engagement in the day-to-day context.  

	  

The importance of belief to engagement in this project first became evident 

through an example of non-engagement. Early on in the project I was meeting a 

group of film students from Falmouth University about their possible 

involvement in the project. I was considering whether a useful way of collecting 

data might be to work with a community group on a participatory video project 

exploring their ideas about climate change. One of the Falmouth film lecturers 

had suggested that some of their film students might be interested in helping 

with the technical videography and editing elements of the project. I invited the 

students that were interested in being part of the project to come and talk to me. 

With their permission the meeting was recorded as part of the material collected 

in the project.  

 

This is an extract from our conversation:  

 
Lucy: Do you guys know anything about climate change? 
 

Falmouth female student: Err kind of I’ve heard lots of different things 

 

Male student: To be honest with you I think it’s more of a myth. I know it’s 

happening, but I agree with it’s just like the natural cycle of the earth and it’s just 

like they’ve hyped up global warming as a money making thing. That’s my 

personal opinion.  

 

Female student: well supposedly the earth is just heating up and cooling down. 

It’s always done that. So I’m not too sure really, I’m not too convinced that 

like….well to be honest we should be like cutting down and everything because 

apart from anything it’s bad for people’s health. Like you know, the pollution 

from all the cars and everything like withers down all the trees and everything 



	   168	  

and when they plant the trees in the cities you can see that they are like black 

on the side and everything. I don’t really know enough about it.  

 

Lucy: So you don’t necessarily link human actions to climate change, but you 

do think that human actions have an impact on our environment?  

 

Male student: I think that more like, litter and sewage. I’m more concerned 

about that because that’s more visible. Because litter and sewage, like, kills sea 

animals,  

 

Female student: so it’s more like, rather than affecting the climate it’s more like 

affecting the stuff on the actual earth [….] Everything I have read and heard 

[about climate change] makes me think it is not completely our fault.  

 

It is clear from this extract that these students don’t have an underlying belief in 

anthropogenic climate change. In the details of what they say it becomes clear 

that they do not and cannot make a relational link between themselves and 

climate change. Their inability to make this link is the result of their lack of belief 

in climate change. Before they would be able to participate in any process 

through which they can interpret anthropogenic climate change or act in relation 

to it they would have believe it was real, otherwise they have nothing with which 

to relate.  

 

The importance of belief in climate change to engagement began to become 

clear to me when I thought about whether these students would be able to 

participate in the project. It seemed fairly obvious to me that they couldn’t as the 

processes of engagement that they would be discussing and filming with other 

people would not make sense to them, as they did not share those individuals’ 

belief in the issue. It occurred to me at this point that belief in climate change 

was an essential component of all processes through which climate change is 

interpreted and acted upon.  

 

At all points during my fieldwork I was clear with participants about the overall 

goals of the project, in particular that I was researching climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life. Although I am not a climate 
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change activist of any sort, my own belief in climate change was inherent in the 

epistemological set-up for the project. In my description of the project I was 

clear that I intended to move beyond any questioning of the existence of climate 

change to focus on the way that individual’s understanding of it and responses 

to it.  

 

This is because in the processes of engagement that this project considers are 

mechanisms for untangling the complex ways that climate change comes to be 

understood as part of the day-to-day context. Purely from the perspective of the 

individual, if climate change is not believed in, it ceases to exist in their 

perception and experience as anything other than a political or scientific 

construct. This meant that for a participant to be involved in the project in a 

meaningful way it was essential that they have an existing belief in climate 

change.  

	  

The epistemic space of the day-to-day demands a practical approach driven by 

experience and action (see for example Stewart, 2007). As a result the 

epistemology of climate change engagement emerges as part of the dialectic 

between belief in climate change and an individual’s narrative interpretation of 

their actions in relation to that belief.  

 

A precedent for this type of conceptualisation of the interplay between belief 

(albeit of a more spiritual nature) and engagement appears in Cloke’s (2002) 

paper ‘Deliver us from evil’. In this paper he described the way that action on 

issues such as homelessness can be prompted by the interplay between 

spiritual belief and experience as part of processes of self-narration.  

 

Eakin’s (1999) approach to self-narration, identified in Chapter 6, also helps to 

explain the way that individuals report their actions to themselves. This process 

affirms an individual’s identity and helps them to construct a sense of self. In 

this chapter I am interested in the way that these responses to climate change 

are woven into this process and the way that climate change engagement and 

self-making become interrelated and codependent.  
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In the interpretive space that emerges between belief in climate change and 

moments of action or inaction (i.e. spaces of engagement) it is possible to 

identify the way that individuals locate themselves in relation to climate change. 

This includes processes of moral bargaining, renegotiation of belief and the 

affirmation of belief through the development of quasi-affective relationships 

with climate change.  

 

An individual’s self narration through these processes offers them a meaningful 

and relational understanding of climate change that transcends the ontological 

challenges generated by its translation from the epistemic space of science to 

the day-to-day context.   

 
In the next section I present two examples of processes of interpretation that 

occur in this dialectic space that I uncovered in the project. Through their 

examination I am able to demonstrate the way that processes of interpretation 

that occur in this dialectic space can act either as a motivator for action, or to 

produce an (almost) affective experience of climate change.   

 

7.4 Two Interpretive Strategies  
 

The two interpretive strategies considered in this section help us to explore the 

way that individuals make sense of climate change, further extending existing 

work on the development of environmental identities (see for example 

Hinchliffe, 1996; Marres, 2009) and the consumption and interpretation of 

environmental meanings (see for example Burgess, 1990). These interpretive 

strategies occur in the relational space that emerges between their belief in 

climate change and their action and inaction. The two interpretive strategies 

considered in this section, ‘the mechanism for moral interpretation’ and ‘the 

quasi-affective strategy’, offer different insights into the way that individuals 

interpret and make sense of climate change in relation to themselves, their 

action and experiences. The mechanisms for moral interpretation offer insight 

into the way that individuals make decisions about their actions, and then relate 

those decisions to a set of personal moral values. In contrast the quasi-affective 

strategy for interpretation enables people to make sense of climate change by 
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locating a proxy experience of climate change in day-to-day life, which they can 

then co-opt as an affective link that legitimises their belief in the issue.  

 

 Both of these strategies emerged repeatedly in examples of engagement 

processes collected in the project fieldwork. They are not the only possible 

interpretive strategies; just two of the most visible and recurring in this project. 

The exploration of these specific examples enables us to begin to think more 

generally about the interpretive relationships with climate change that emerge in 

engagement processes, and think about how these ideas could inform a day-to-

day epistemology of climate change engagement.  

 

A caveat to the reading of the strategies discussed in this section is essential. 

The ‘strategies’ identified in this section suggest a deliberate interpretive 

approach on the part of individuals engaging with climate change. However this 

sense of deliberateness is something of an illusion. As will become clear in the 

examples discussed, these interpretations are instinctive, pragmatic and 

implicit. This means that the act of interpretation is frequently, and, in the case 

for example of belief based strategies, necessarily invisible to the individual 

involved. The act of writing about these different interpretive strategies in an 

analytical way cements them. This can implicitly and unintentionally infer a 

sense of agency onto the individual involved in the interpretation.  

 

Despite this, I believe it is essential, in the context of this thesis, to write about 

these processes as ‘strategies’ in a mechanical and analytical manner in order 

to help us to understand them more clearly in relation to strategic approaches to 

climate change engagement. These strategies offer us important insights into 

the way that information about climate change has been woven into individual 

lives. The language of strategy enables this insight to be included in 

interdisciplinary conversations about engagement promotion and creation.  

 

 

 

7.4.1 Mechanisms for Moral interpretation of Climate Change  
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This section is concerned with the mechanisms though which individuals 

attribute a set of personal values to actions in relation to climate change and the 

way that this results in decision-making processes which include a moral 

dimension, and responses to actions with emotions such as guilt. Examples 

collected in this project suggest that as part of the development of a meaningful 

relationship with climate change, some individuals attribute an implicit moral 

value to behavioural responses to climate change. In this section I examine the 

way that this mechanism of moral interpretation emerges in examples of day-to-

day engagement collected in the project.  

 

To clarify, this section does not intend to establish a morality of climate change 

in the sense of the morally motivated judgments that individuals make in 

response to climate change, for example whether individuals chose to use their 

car or not (see for example Butler (2010) or Shove et al., (2014) for more of this 

discussion). Rather it is concerned with the interpretive role that the inclusion of 

a moral interpretation of climate change plays in emergent processes of 

engagement and the effect that this has on the experiences and understanding 

of individuals involved.  

 

In multiple examples of engagement collected in this study, banal day-to-day 

actions such as local travel, walking the dog, hanging out the washing and 

sourcing food are given an implicit moral value in relation to their ability to 

contribute to or mitigate against climate change. In the first action it is possible 

to see the power of a moral interpretation of climate change in framing the 

actions of the individual.  

 
This example is drawn from an informal conversation that happened quite late 

in the PhD. It provided me with an insightful moment, through which I began to 

understand the importance of a moral interpretation of climate change in 

framing actions undertaken in response to climate change. In a conversation 

with a colleague, Liz, about some of the day-to-day examples of engagement I 

had captured in the project she exclaimed ‘yes, I know exactly how it is’ and 

began to describe her moral and emotional battle with decisions about how to 

dry her washing.  
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Liz described that she feels she faces a moral and emotional quandary every 

time she gets the washing out of the washing machine. Should she hang her 

washing on the line outside? Or should she use her tumble dryer?  

 

Ideally, she explained, she would never use her tumble dryer as she resented 

the unnecessary energy expended purely for her own convenience. She 

inferred that she felt that it was unjustifiable to use greenhouse gas emission-

causing power for her own convenience. Instead, Liz felt that where possible 

she should try to avoid using the tumble dryer.  

 

This meant that in general she only used the tumble dryer during very wet 

spells where she felt that she would be unable to dry her washing in any other 

way. On these days Liz felt she could reconcile herself to the use of the tumble 

dryer, although she still felt ‘guilty’.  

 

On sunny days, however, she said she felt her dilemma ‘viscerally’. Her 

problem was that if she hung the washing on the line and had to leave the 

house that it could rain [which frequently happens in Cornwall’s changeable 

peninsula microclimate] and her washing would not dry. 

 

 She recognised that in these cases it would be much simpler to dry her 

washing in the tumble-dyer, but she said that she just ‘can’t. I cannot bring 

myself to do it. As I put the washing into the tumble dryer I felt it physically. I just 

could not bring myself to do it. It was all wrong.’ 

 

I asked Liz what she did with the washing. She said she hung it up outside on 

the washing line.  

 

The intensity of feeling that surrounds Liz’s decision whether to hang out her 

washing or not arise as a result of her moral framing of climate change. This 

intensity of feeling demonstrates that Liz has interpreted climate change as an 

issue to which Liz has attached a set of values, against which she is judging her 

actions. Liz’s value-based interpretation of climate change underpins her further 

engagement with it. Day-to-day behaviour that Liz connects with climate 
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change, such as putting out the washing, has become imbued with a sense of 

morality that informs her behavioural decision-making.  

 

The example demonstrates the complexity of the process of translation from a 

moral interpretation to decisions about behaviour. For example Liz makes a 

distinction between rainy and sunny days. On rainy days the morality of the use 

of the tumble dryer is bargained against the need to have her washing dry. This 

enables her to retain her sense of behaving within the moral standards she has 

set for herself in relation to climate change.  

 

In contrast sunny days provide evidence of the importance to Liz, of behaving 

morally in relation to climate change. This can be seen in Liz’s feelings about 

drying her washing. She feels that not drying her washing outside is ‘wrong’ and 

that informs her decision to use the washing line.  

 

When a moral dimension of decision-making is applied to the practicalities of 

the day-to-day the impacts (for example emissions reduction) are abstracted 

from the behavioural decision. Instead Liz feels she is faced with a simplified 

question of a morally right or wrong decision. This illustrates the way that a 

moral interpretation can help an individual to navigate the complexities of 

climate change to make it meaningful on a personal day-to-day scale.  

 

Furthermore it prompts actual behavioural shifts. In this example Liz did not use 

her tumble dryer, instead hanging her washing on the line. In this moment the 

moral value that she had attributed to actions relating to climate change led to 

her enacting lower emissions behaviour.  

 

The enactment of behaviour intended to lower emissions in this example also 

reaffirms Liz’s moral position on climate change. Her interpretation of this act 

and the feelings around it help her to self-identify in relation to climate change. 

This can contribute to ongoing processes of climate change engagement and 

interpretation.  

	  

In the example above it is possible to identify that Liz feels a sense of moral 

responsibility to act in a way that she has interpreted as ‘right’. In this 
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subsection I consider in greater depth the way that moral responsibility can 

motivate enacted dimensions of climate change engagement.  

 

In the context of the oyster fishery strand an interesting example of the sense of 

moral responsibility arose. Alice, a local fishmonger, was not only filled with 

conviction about her own responsibility to act but motivated to encourage others 

to do the same. The context for Alice’s sense of moral responsibility was 

complex and closely connected with her understanding of place. She had a 

deeply felt belief in the importance of the preservation of Cornwall in both the 

sense of its landscape and cultural heritage. As a result Alice had understood 

and interpreted climate change in the context of her existing beliefs.  

 

Alice came from a fishing family and much of her passion for Cornwall and 

Cornish heritage was linked to the importance of local industry and in particular 

local fisheries. Alice formed interpretive links between climate change and 

issues relating to local fisheries (she perceived climate change a threat to the 

fisheries and sustainable local fishing as a climate change mitigation solution) 

that meant that the two issues became closely linked and interchangeable to 

Alice.  

 

These links made climate change personally meaningful to her and allowed her 

to direct some of the moral vigour with which she approached the promotion of 

local fish towards climate change mitigation (to be achieved through the buying 

and eating of local fish).  

 

She was keen to promote the buying and eating of local fish. She imbued this 

interpretation with a sense of moral value that meant she viewed support and 

promotion of the local fishery as a moral responsibility.  

 

This tells us something about the way that Alice interprets her place in the world 

as a moral agent. As a result issues such as support of the fisheries, and, for 

Alice to a slightly lesser extent climate change, have become part of the moral 

landscape. This means that decisions about actions connected with these 

issues, such as buying distantly sourced but cheap fish, are weighed up not just 

in relation to economics or convenience but also the morality of the action. In 
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Alice’s case this sense of moral responsibility causes her to act in a way that 

supports local fisheries in her private day-to-day activities by buying and eating 

local fish.  

 

However for Alice her sense of responsibility has also taken this sense of moral 

responsibility and invoked it in her working life, where she visits schools 

teaching them how to buy and cook local fish. She tries to motivate others to act 

in ways that support the local fisheries, and thus, by Alice’s reckoning, help 

mitigate climate change.  

 

This sense of moral responsibility was also present with local chef and Slow 

Food Cornwall member Peter, discussed earlier in this chapter in relation to his 

passion for cookery. As well as his passion for cookery he was also keen to 

discuss the importance of people acting to mitigate climate change. He stated, 

in discussion about climate change, ‘people like you and I, we have the 

opportunity to enthuse people. We have to; it’s up to us’ (Interview with Peter, 

March 2010). In this statement his belief in climate change and the importance 

of climate change knowledge underpins a sort of evangelism. He characterises 

individuals with knowledge of climate change as enlightened. He explicitly 

states that knowledge of climate change should imbue an individual with a 

sense of moral responsibility that causes them to act, spreading the word of 

climate change. This sense of moral responsibility clearly motivates his actions 

in relation to climate change, which included the sourcing of local food for his 

restaurant and the promotion of local food at festivals and events.  

 

The feeling of responsibility present in all these examples is related to a sense 

of ‘doing the right thing’. In the examples discussed in this section this sense 

validates the actions that these individuals take and demonstrably affirms their 

commitment to belief in climate change. However, as I will explore in the next 

section the seemingly innocuous sentiment of ‘doing the right thing’ can be 

loaded in a number of different ways.  

 
The idea of ‘doing the right thing’ crops up repeatedly as justification for a 

decision to alter behaviour in day-to-day activities in response to climate 

change. The notion of ‘doing the right thing’ demonstrates that an action has 
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been imbued with a moral value, and connected to an individual’s personal 

morality.  

 

This type of process has already cropped up in a number of examples already 

considered in the thesis, for example Kate’s dog walking and Sarah’s allotment 

keeping. The frequent and throwaway use of this phrase belies its importance in 

connection with the way that we narrate our engagement with climate change. 

The previous section identified that ‘doing the right thing’ can be used in 

connection with a sense of moral responsibility, which motivates some of the 

visible behavoioural responses to climate change observed in this project.  

 

In the context of Community Group 1 this was clearly a strong motivating factor 

in their decision to run the meetings. In an early meeting with the group they 

stated that the event was about ‘doing things that are for something’ meaning 

that their actions were contributing to something important. From the context of 

the group’s activities (i.e. films about climate change, discussions about climate 

change, attempts to promote the reduction of food miles through the promotion 

of local food) that this ‘something’ that they wish to do things for relates in part 

at least to climate change.  

 

This seems particularly relevant in the context of my autoethnographic 

experience of eating local oysters in the local seafood restaurant. My 

understanding that I was supporting a local sustainable industry enriched the 

sense of enjoyment that I felt in relation to my night out. I felt like I was making 

a choice to do the right thing, by eating locally sourced ingredients. This 

affirmed my understanding of myself as someone who makes choices that 

mitigate emissions and made me feel as if my behaviour reflected my 

understanding of and belief in climate change. This is an application of Eakin’s 

theory of self-narration (1999), in which I am describing my actions to myself in 

a way that affirms my morality.  

 

I felt a similar sense of positive affirmation in the context of other activities 

undertaken as part of the project. These examples can broadly be divided into 

two categories. The first type is a collection of personal choices that resulted in 

a reduction in my carbon emissions, such as choosing not to use a car to travel 



	   178	  

where possible. The second type consists of examples of activities, which had 

no direct effect on emissions reductions, but contributed to events which 

promoted understanding of climate change and adaptive behaviours such as 

the organisation of Everyday Futures workshops and putting up posters about 

community event meetings.  

 

This shows that actions undertaken in the course of engagement processes are 

not only about any mitigative effect that you may have, but also create provision 

for the individual to narrate these activities in a way that makes climate change 

relational. These interpretations contribute to an ongoing process of 

engagement in which climate change is understood and contextualised in the 

context of day-to-day life. 

 

This also chimed with the examples of Kate’s allotment keeping examined in 

the previous chapter. Kate felt like she was doing the right thing by keeping an 

allotment. The practice of allotment keeping made her feel she understood 

climate change and that she was taking measures to ensure her family were 

lowering their food miles. However, as I discussed in the previous chapter this 

practice was ineffectively executed, which made it unlikely that any reduction in 

emissions had occurred. Kate felt that she has done the right thing by keeping 

an allotment, enabling her to fulfill her sense of moral responsibility. This implies 

that the moral value is not attached to the effectiveness of the action, but to its 

completion.  

 

This emphasises the role of enacted actions in response to climate change as 

moments in which climate change engagement becomes visible. The 

description of the visible actions as ‘the right thing’ helps to point to the 

processes of interpretive engagement that led to the moment of action. As such 

we can begin to understand the complex interpretation that underpins every 

visible action undertaken in connection with climate change.  

	  
As I have discussed in the previous chapter many examples of enacted 

engagement with climate change are imperfectly situated or executed. When 

this occurs the individual is still involved in a process of engagement with 

climate change. In these instances when an individual has placed a moral value 



	   179	  

they narrate the action in relation to their failure to achieve their moral objective. 

The failure to complete this act is narrated in relation to their personal morality 

and sense of self (see for example Crouch, 2003; Eakin, 1999), and this is 

experienced as guilt (see for example Cloke, 2002; Hoffman, 1973).  

 

One example of this from the project comes from discussions with a participant 

who had been a key organiser in Community Group 1, but had stepped away 

from their activities as she felt that she was overcommitted. She described 

feeling overwhelmed by the responsibility of running Community Group 1 and 

certain that it was essential for her to step away. Her guilt stemmed from the 

fact that she felt that the events had been having a positive impact on 

attendees’ engagement with climate change, and that by not being part of them 

she was letting them down. Part of that feeling of guilt comes from the feeling of 

moral responsibility that she has in relation to promoting environmental 

behaviours. They also partly arise from the way that her self-narration of her 

engagement with climate change is undermined by her decision not to complete 

the action.  
 
The feelings of guilt identified in this section are useful outward indicators of the 

moral value placed on performative actions undertaken in relation to climate 

change engagement. This type of moral engagement, underpinned by belief 

can be difficult to identify. The emotions that connect morality with action or 

inaction provide a tangible link.  

7.4.2 A Quasi-Affective Engagement Strategy with Climate Change  
 

A quasi-affective engagement strategy enables a process of engagement with 

climate change to occur when forming a directly affective link is problematic. In 

a quasi-affective engagement process an alternative experience or issue acts 

as a proxy for affective engagement with climate change. An essential part of 

this mechanism depends on the formation of an affective relationship to the 

proxy. This proxy then forms the basis of an individual’s ‘experience’ of climate 

change, which enables the development of a personal and meaningful 

relationship with climate change. As I will show this quasi-affective relationship 

can underpin engagement, providing a workaround that aids the navigation of 
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the challenges that arise as a result of climate change’s scientific statistical 

ontology.  

 

One common proxy found in quasi-affective relationships is connected with the 

way that individuals relate their understanding of climate change to their 

experience of being in a space. A number of examples from this project 

connected experiences of being outdoors with their understanding of climate 

change. One of the parents I interviewed, Sarah, who appeared in Chapter 7 

discussing her allotment, identified that her understanding of environment came 

from the time that she spent outside, walking. She traced her experiences back 

to her childhood in Europe where she spent a great deal of time walking in the 

Alps. Sarah’s ability to value the outdoor landscape as a walker has been 

woven into her sense of self, and she has a well developed affective 

relationship with the walking landscape. The sensitivity to changes in the 

landscape that she associates with being a walker is the key to this relationship 

acting as a proxy for climate change. She feels she has a well-developed ability 

to experience the outdoors and she adapts this to feel that she is directly 

experiencing the effects of climate change through the landscape. Sarah does 

not describe this connection in terms of risk to the landscape, it is more closely 

related to the way that she views herself as an individual that spends time in the 

landscape. 

 

This is similar to Kate whose proxy relationship with climate change has 

developed through her experiences of growing food and gardening. She states 

‘I think [understanding of climate change] is tied in [with processes of growing] 

because I think you learn about the cycles of nature that has to be part of 

growing’. This shows how she translates her understanding of growing into an 

understanding of climate change. For Kate the allotment space is very 

important to this process. Through her affective relationship with the allotment 

space she is able to ‘experience’ climate change by being in that space and 

continuing her gardening practice.  

 

The proxy bonds with climate change that I have described in these examples 

are visceral, rather than intellectual. The knowledge that these proxy bonds 

offer does not offer individuals any actual new knowledge of climate change, 
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however it does enable a connection to develop through which perceived 

experience of climate change develops.   

 

This kind of quasi-affective bond to climate change in relation to place and 

practice was also visible in my interview with Alice, a local fishmonger and chef. 

She felt she understood climate change as a result of her understanding of the 

sea, practices of fishing and challenges of fishing. As a result climate change 

became embedded in her existing understanding of landscape and culture. As I 

have described above this has enabled her to become actively engaged in 

climate change, invoking the issue in both her private decision-making and 

public-communication activities.  

 

Quasi-affective relationships with climate change do not directly motivate 

action. Instead they play an important interpretive role in relation to climate 

change. They offer a mechanism through which climate change can be 

experienced on a visceral level, making it affective, personal and meaningful.  

 

7.5 Conclusions 
	  
In this chapter I have identified three important contributions that this project is 

able to make to accounts of the way that climate change is positioned in relation 

to individuals’ concpetualisation of the self. This contributes to existing 

literatures that account for the construction of environmental identities (see for 

example Hinchliffe, 1996; Marres, 2009) and the way that environmental 

meanings are consumed and interpreted (see for example Burgess, 1990).   

 

I first identified and explored the important role of belief in an emergent 

epistemology of day-to-day engagement. I demonstrated how belief in climate 

change is present in examples of engagement in this project. I then explained 

the important role that belief plays as part of the interpretive process through 

which individuals narrate their actions and experiences in relation to climate 

change.  

 

I then introduced two important interpretive strategies that emerged in my 

account of climate change engagement in the context of day-to-day life.  
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These strategies enabled people to make sense of climate change in relation to 

their values, experiences and actions: 

 

Firstly, the mechanism for moral interpretations of climate change helps to 

explain the way that an individual interprets climate change in relation to their 

personal morality. Thus actions and activities connected with climate change 

(for example through the contribution or reduction of fossil fuel emissions) 

involve a moral judgment by the individual. I showed that this could lead to 

changes in behaviour (for example through the need to do the right thing, moral 

bargaining and experiences of moral guilt).  

 

Secondly, the identification of quasi-affective engagement with climate change 

offered me an insight into the way that individuals narrate events, actions or 

spaces from their day-to-day lives as proxy experiences of climate change. This 

enables them to navigate some of the challenges created by the translation of 

climate change’s statistical and scientific ontology into the epistemic domain of 

the day-to-day. These challenges typically prevent the formation of a directly 

affective relationship, however the formation of quasi-affective relationships 

offers a pragmatic approach to navigating this in a day-to-day context.  

 

Through the identification of these strategies I have begun to explore some of 

the features of an epistemology of day-to-day climate change engagement. 

Whilst this is far from a comprehensive account, it offers important insights into 

the way that the day-to-day context shapes the way that climate change is 

understood and interpreted in this epistemic domain. Perhaps most importantly 

this account of elements of possible day-to-day epistemology of engagement 

has no need to resort to scientific epistemologies of climate change. The 

processes of interpretation and engagement uncovered in this chapter, and this 

thesis as a whole, demonstrate that in the epistemic domain of the day-to-day, 

climate change engagement emerges in relation to the experiences, spaces 

and actions of normal life.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusions  
8.1 Introduction 
	  
This thesis has closely examined climate change engagement in the context of 

day-to-day life to produce: a critique of dominant existing approaches to climate 

change engagement, methodological innovation in the field of geographical 

research into climate change engagement, empirical insights into day-to-day 

engagement and the beginnings of a tentative theorisation of elements of a day-

to-day epistemology of engagement. An eclectic mix of practical techniques and 

conceptual tools have produced useful contributions to the knowledge of 

characteristics of climate change engagement in day-to-day life, the way we 

conceptualise climate change engagement and the application of cultural 

geography techniques to the problem of climate change engagement. In this 

concluding chapter I will begin by summarising the project. I will then explore 

each of the contributions to knowledge made by this project in greater depth. 

Finally I will consider how this project has set an agenda for further research.   

8.2 Thesis Summary  
	  
This project began by identifying a need for research into climate change 

engagement in a day-to-day context. I identified three research questions each 

of which picked up on an important under-researched dimension of climate 

change engagement in the context of day-to-day life: 

 
Question 1 – What are the characteristics of climate change engagement in the 
context of day-to-day life? 
 
Question 2 – What insights do personal and individual accounts of climate 

change engagement in day-to-day life offer us with regard to current 

conceptualisations of engagement in academic discourses? 
 
Question 3 – How is climate change conceptualised, interpreted and 
understood in a day-to-day context (and what impact does this have on 
engagement processes)?  
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At the outset of this project I identified a complex existing landscape of research 

that considers the nature of climate change engagement and the way it is 

situated in the context of day-to-day life. In particular I identified the way that the 

complex account of climate change engagement in the day-to-day context 

offered by this thesis contributed to three key areas of literature: existing work 

on the situation and conceptualisation of engagement in the context of day-to-

day life (see for example Hobson, 2011; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Shove, 2012b); 

the way that personal reflexive narratives of engagement are constructed by 

individuals in the context of their day-to-day lives (see for example Burgess 

1990; Hinchcliffe, 1996; Hobson, 2003; Marres, 2009) and finally the way that 

problematic elements of engagement are conceptualised in the day-to-day 

context as ‘barriers’ (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 2007; O’Neill and 

Nicholson-Cole, 2009). 

 

In the first of two methodological chapters I set out the way that I used a multi-

sited ethnography with a complementary autoethnographic practice to 

investigate numerous interactions with climate change across a variety of 

personal, professional and community settings. Using fieldwork focused around 

three different areas, a local primary school, the Falmouth Oyster Fishery and 

local community spaces, I created a network of participants which enabled me 

to explore different aspects of day-to-day life.  

 

In the second methodological chapter I explored how my use of a personal 

research archive enabled me to order, analyse and interpret material collected 

in the project. I discussed the practical and conceptual value of the archive in 

this project and explored approaches to mapping data, thematic coding and 

narrative construction.  

 

The first of the empirical chapters provided the opportunity to answer the first 

two research questions. Employing the use of vignettes I explored examples 

that exemplified key characteristics of climate change and resonated with other 

instances of engagement uncovered in the project. This approach allowed me 

to retain the inherent complexity of engagements with climate change in the 

context of day-to-day life. The three main characteristics of climate change that 

I uncovered (which I will discuss at greater length in the following chapter sub-
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sections) were: the way that processes of climate change emerged in moments 

of visibility, but were otherwise internalised and difficult to observe; the 

inconsistent application of performative dimensions of climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life; and the importance of personal 

and moral dimensions of climate change engagement.  

 

The complexity of the latter two of these characteristics, firstly the propensity for 

inconsistent applications of performative dimensions of climate change 

engagement in the day-to-day and secondly, the importance of personal 

dimensions of climate change engagement, led me to devote the next two 

chapters to their examination. This enabled me to answer research question 

three through the exploration of the insights the empirical material offered into 

current dominant academic conceptions of climate change engagement and 

processes of pragmatic conceptualisation of climate change in the context of 

day-to-day life.  

 

I began this process in the sixth chapter through the exploration of the imperfect 

situation and execution of performative dimensions of climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life. This process enabled me to 

identify three ways that climate change was regularly imperfectly situated in the 

context of day-to-day life: ineffectively, inconsistently and incompletely (which 

again I will describe in detail in the next chapter subsection). I explored the way 

that the imperfect situation of climate change in the day-to-day offered a way to 

develop existing conceptualisations of barriers to engagement with climate 

change (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 2005; O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole, 

2009). I also explored the effect of the imperfect situation of climate change on 

the way that an individual relates climate change to their behavioural choices 

and sense of self, making contributions to literature on the development of 

environmental identities (see for example Hinchliffe, 1996; Hobson, 2003)  

 

In the final chapter of the thesis I explored the importance of personal 

dimensions of engagement with climate change that are characteristic of day-

to-day engagement with climate change. This enabled me to identify the 

importance of personal dimensions of engagement, and in particular those 

relating to belief and identity. I identified evidence for the existence of belief in 
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climate change in examples of engagement from the project. This enables me 

to bring personal interpretations of identity and belief in climate change to bear 

on an account of elements of  a day-to-day epistemology of climate change 

engagement. As part of a further exploration of this epistemological account I 

considered two interpretive strategies that offered insights into the way that 

moral value can be applied to climate change engagement to prompt 

behavioural responses, lead to moral bargaining and create emotional 

reactions, such as guilt, to day-to-day decisions about behaviours. I also 

identified the way that climate change can become personally meaningful to the 

individual through the invocation of proxy experiences from day-to-day life, 

coopted to create a quasi-affective link with the issue. This legitimises belief in 

climate change for the individual and helps them to position themselves 

relationally to the issue.  

 

8.3 Contributions to Knowledge 
 

This project makes three main contributions to existing work on climate change 

engagement by developing conceptual approaches, extending debate and 

drawing on insights produced through the novel use of the personal archive in 

the study of climate change engagement.  The three main contributions are 

formed around three main areas, the complexity in our understanding of the 

day-to-day context, conceptualisations of climate change engagement as a 

state or a process and the importance of the way that climate change 

engagement is related to notions of the self.    

8.3.1 Contribution 1:  New Complexity in our Understanding of the Day-to-
Day  
 

The account of climate change offered in this project adds a layer of complexity 

to existing interpretations of climate change engagement. In particular through 

the exploration of engagement across domestic and public spaces I have been 

able to identify the way that interpretations of climate change are threaded 

together to create complex personal and often contradictory narratives of 

climate change. 
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I have been able to identify that processes of engagement only become 

momentarily visible through acts of performance and discussions of 

engagement. This means that the majority of engagements are invisible to the 

researcher, with the exception of the moment in which an individual performs an 

act in response to climate change, or describes that performance. The details 

contained in these moments of visibility offer the researcher much useful 

information about the process of engagement in which the individual is 

engaged. Whilst these moments remain elusive their significance is paramount 

to our understanding of all processes of climate change engagement that exist 

in the context of day-to-day life.  

 
This project was also able to identify that every action in this project performed 

as part of a process of engagement with climate change was imperfectly 

situated or executed. This is the result of the way that processes of climate 

change engagement are embedded amongst other issues and pressures in the 

context of day-to-day life.  This enables me to offer a newly complex 

interpretation of the way that barriers shape engagement in a day-to-day 

context.  

 

The ability of this thesis to add a new layer of complexity to our understanding 

of climate change engagement in the day-to-day is due in part to the use of a 

personal research archive. This archive space enabled me to manage a large 

quantity of extremely detailed data to make connections and draw out themes 

across a number of ethnographic sites. The combined use of multi-sited 

ethnography and the personal research archive offered a way to create an 

account of climate change which responded to the multiple spaces, practices, 

identities and demands of the dynamic day-to-day (as identified by Leach et al., 

2010) and provides a useful methodological development in this research 

context.   

 

8.3.2 Conceptualisations of Climate Change as a ‘State’ or a ‘Process’ 
 

Definitions of climate change engagement (see for example Lorenzoni et al., 

2007; Ockwell et al., 2009) refer to a state of engagement with climate change 

whereas other definitions of engagement focus on the value of process for the 

production of environmental meanings (Burgess 1990; Hobson 2003). This 



	   188	  

project offers the suggestion that both of these descriptions have merit and 

meaning in the context of the day-to-day.  

 

Moments of engagement offer important conceptual and practical interpretive 

touchstones for individuals through which they identify their understanding of 

and response to climate change. However these moments are the product of 

multiple processes of engagement through which the meaning has emerged.  

An ongoing process of engagement can accommodate the temporal disparity 

which at times pushes climate change from the top of the individual’s agenda, 

yet allows for the influence that previous events may have on the ongoing 

process. As such a conceptualisation of engagement emerges in which 

processes and states of engagement play a significant role in the construction 

of a relational interpretation of climate change.  

 

8.2.3 The Importance of the Way that Climate Change is Related to 
Notions of Self 
 

Processes of engagement with climate change frequently have an important 

personal and moral dimension. This relates to how the individual involved in the 

process identifies the meaning of their engagement in the context of climate 

change. In examples from the empirical material I was able to identify many 

instances of people feeling personally connected to climate change and/or 

responding to climate change through the imposition of their personal moral 

values on the issue. This led to the changes in their behaviour and affirmations 

of their belief in climate change.  

 

In this project I acknowledged that the day-to-day context produces its own, 

largely practice-focused, epistemological domain. As such, I looked at ways that 

climate change was frequently interpreted in the day-to-day, largely in relation 

to personal moral values and ‘experiences’ of climate change and considered 

how this reflected a possible day-to-day epistemology of climate change 

engagement.  

 

As a result I offered the beginnings of a theorisation of climate change 

engagement that emphasised the importance of belief in climate change and 
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the establishment of a personally relational interpretation of climate change that 

was largely practice focused. 

8.4 Limitations and Further Work  
	  
This project has been exciting, enjoyable and personally revelatory. Aside from 

the personal rewards it has offered several new insights into the study of 

climate change engagement that have been limited by the scope of this study. 

 

Some elements of this thesis present particular opportunities for future 

development. Although the final empirical chapter begins to present some ideas 

about elements that may contribute to a day-to-day epistemology of climate 

change engagement it was beyond the scope of the thesis to develop more fully 

how this could be theorised. As such the opportunity remains for the 

development of a theorisation of the epistemology of day-to-day engagement 

that builds on the findings of this thesis.  

 

Similarly, within the scope of this thesis it was only possible to identify the 

importance of moral dimensions of climate change engagement in the context 

of day-to-day life, and consider its effects on individuals involved. The 

identification of this important feature of climate change engagement locates a 

need for the development of a geography of moral practice in relation to climate 

change engagement.  

 

Methodologically it would be interesting to repeat the experiment with different 

fieldwork foci to see where similarities and differences emerge. This would 

contribute to the growth of an evermore comprehensive account of the way that 

climate change emerges in the day-to-day.  

 

8.5 Final Statement  
	  
Overall this project has offered a new perspective on climate change 

engagement in the context of day-to-day life. Whilst remaining situated in the 

climate change engagement literature it has been able to offer methodological 

novelty, which has produced insightful examples of engagement. The 

interpretation of these examples has produced a series of useful contributions 
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to the way that we understand climate change that challenge existing 

conceptualisations of engagement.  
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