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EDITORIAL

Young people’s everyday climate crisis activism: new terrains for
research, analysis and action
Morten Skovdal a and Matthew C. Benwell b

aDepartment of Public Health, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark; bSchool of Geography, Politics
and Sociology, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

ABSTRACT
The growing climate crisis has shown how children and young people can
be a political force to be reckoned with. While Greta Thunberg and many
other young climate activists from around the world personify this force,
there is another – largely hidden – story to be told about the everyday
practices that young people adopt, in our homes, in our schools and in
local communities to respond to environmental concerns. This issue
brings together leading commentators to advance the future direction
of research into young people’s everyday climate crisis activism. In this
editorial introduction, we outline some of the new terrains for research,
analysis and action that these articles collectively open up. The journal
Children’s Geographies invites scholars to consider it as a place for the
publication of articles that respond to the agenda-setting outlined in
this collection and further advance work on young people’s everyday
climate crisis activism.
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Introduction

Climate change has been described as one of the greatest threats facing humanity, and a defining
issue of our time (Dimitrov 2010). Children and young people are at the forefront of experiencing
the devastating impacts of the climate crisis. Their lives will be increasingly marked by changes to
the socio-economic, cultural and environmental fabric of their everyday lives, experiencing threats
to their health and well-being, access to education, and future livelihoods (Clark et al. 2020). How-
ever, children and young people are not only victims of climate change. They hold unique perspec-
tives and political agencies that are key to prevent the devastating consequences of a 2°C rise in
average global temperatures (Haynes and Tanner 2015; Tanner 2010).

The global momentum for climate change action is getting stronger, and young people have
played a critical role in building the crescendo for this momentum. The #FridaysforFuture move-
ment, initiated by Greta Thunberg, has played no small part in placing young people’s environ-
mental concerns firmly on the global stage (Bowman 2020; Thomas, Cretney, and Hayward
2019), even if has been skewed towards the urban global North (Walker 2020b). The growing cli-
mate crisis has shown how children and young people can be a political force to be reckoned with.
While Greta Thunberg and many other young climate activists from around the world personify
this force, there is a much larger story to be told about the climate crisis activism that is taking
place right in front of us. While public displays of activism should be applauded, young people
all over the world, in big cities and small villages are taking up the climate crisis ‘fight’ themselves,
with their families and friends, exerting influence through more hidden everyday activities that we
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refer to as young people’s everyday climate crisis activism. Walker (2017, 14) has defined such
everyday activism as, ‘individual and collective efforts to change, adapt or disrupt one’s own and
others’ everyday practices in response to concerns about the negative impact of these practices
on the environment as it is known, valued and imagined’. She goes on to argue that ‘such activism
is motivated by relationships of concern and materialised through emotions and practices in private
as well as public spaces’ (Walker 2017, 14). In this Special Collection of Viewpoint articles, we
would like to contribute to the development of the field of ‘young people’s everyday climate crisis
activism’, calling for focused research, analysis and action, not least to enhance young people’s par-
ticipation in the climate crisis response. As a starting point, we ask:

. How do children and young people practice everyday climate crisis activism? What drives young
people’s everyday climate crisis activism? And why does this matter?

. What are the contours of children’s and young people’s everyday climate crisis activism?

. How does children’s and young people’s everyday climate crisis activism affect their relationship
with parents and everyday family practices?

. What is the role of schools and teachers in nurturing and responding to their everyday climate
crisis activism?

. How do children’s and young people’s growing care (and responsibilisation) for the planet, their
future, and their generation, affect their mental health and well-being?

. How does the climate crisis affect how they live their lives at present and make decisions about
the future?

. How is everyday climate crisis activism affecting, and being affected by, their social relations?

These are just some of the questions that may guide empirical research in this field of study. The
articles in this collection expand on these questions and avail a series of multi-disciplinary concep-
tual tools to frame future research in this area.

About this collection of papers

As noted above, research into young people’s everyday climate crisis activism is still in its infancy.
To foster empirical research, and to demarcate ‘young people’s climate crisis activism’ as a pro-
ductive field of inquiry, we convened Viewpoint papers that sought to initiate discussion and debate
about children’s and young people’s everyday activism, whilst simultaneously making available con-
ceptual tools and posing provocative questions to frame future research in this area. Twelve com-
mentators expressed their intention to submit a paper, of which 9 have been included in this
collection. A key feature of the collection is its multi-disciplinarity. It includes contributions
from authors who represent expertise from a mix of disciplines, including human geography, soci-
ology, political science and social psychology. A second feature relates to the different styles of
papers. Whilst some review and analyse empirical and theoretical literature to make their cases,
others incorporate research experiences to illustrate their arguments. One paper is lead authored
by a young person, who shares his conceptualisation of young people’s everyday climate crisis acti-
vism. A third feature of the collection is its locating of new terrains for research, analysis and action,
as well as the bounded agency of young people’s everyday climate crisis activism. In the remainder
of this Editorial Introduction, we seek to introduce the papers, mapping these new terrains. We
must emphasise that each article involves a kaleidoscope of insights, and we are only able to flag
up a few of them in a rather cursory way below. We thus merely provide a brief snapshot, or
taste, of some of the rich complexity highlighted in each of the papers. We emphasise the bounded
agencies shaping young people’s everyday climate crisis activism that emerge from the papers, as
well the necessary contradictions, complexities and unresolved debates that shape ongoing analysis
and action as it relates to young people’s climate crisis activism.
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New terrains and boundaries

Diversifying perspectives on young people’s climate crisis activism

Several papers highlight the need to look beyond the perspectives of young people from the urban
‘global North’, whose more high profile and public activism has taken the limelight, arguably at the
expense of recognising the diversity of ‘activisms’ taking place in different parts of the world (Turns
2019). Two papers in this collection seek to address this global North dominance head on. Walker
(2020a), who has previously made calls for diversifying environmental research and action with
young people (2020b), notes in her paper for this collection that race, ethnicity and migration status
is often overlooked in research into young people’s responses to the climate crisis. She argues that
one way to challenge global North assumptions underpinning much climate change research is to
explore how second-generation immigrants encounter, interpret and negotiate the climate crisis in
everyday life. Walker (2020a) argues that their immigrant backgrounds may encompass inter alia
experiences of carrying everyday practices from one country to another, navigating multiple cul-
tures and negotiating intergenerational disputes, provide critical opportunities for understanding
the role of inter-cultural encounters and dialogue in (diversifying) everyday climate responses.
Similarly, Börner, Kraftl, and Giatti (2020), through their reflections on research with youth in Bra-
zil, discuss how the unique circumstances and challenges facing young people in global South urban
peripheries, whether it is in contexts of poverty, the current COVID-19 pandemic, or positioning in
institutional and adult arenas, allow us to ‘see’ and understand young people’s climate crisis acti-
vism in more multi-faceted ways, some of which we highlight below.

Interdependent agencies

All of the papers in this collection, albeit in very different ways, deal with the interdependent agency
of young people’s climate crisis activism. In other words, young people’s everyday climate crisis
activism, affects, and is affected by, the agencies of others. No paper addresses this more directly
than the contribution by Collins (2020) who discusses and questions some of the opportunities
and challenges that exist for young people to exert influence in different contexts. In doing so
she uncovers analytical avenues for researchers to interrogate the relationship between young
people’s agency, and the agency of others, whether human or non-human, in the public sphere
(context 1), at home (context 2) or interpersonally through youth cultural spaces (context 3).
She discusses the dangers of political discourses framing young people’s more public climate crisis
activism as a ‘game’, and the agency of such ‘sayings’ in undermining and trivialising young people’s
responses. She also notes the analytical potentials, and power, of approaching young people’s cli-
mate crisis activism as a game, a game they skilfully master to create order and navigate systems.
Collins (2020) then shifts context to highlight how the social embeddedness of young people in
the everyday material realities of the home constitutes a knot of mutually influencing entangle-
ments, where individual and wider familial responses to the climate crisis may not always be linear
or otherwise straight forward. Through this, she highlights the potential for young people to serve as
geopolitical actors through the mundanity of domestic life (Benwell, Gasel, and Núñez 2020; Carter
and Woodyer 2020). Finally, she questions the role of young people in ‘recruiting’ other young
people to become climate activists. She zooms in on youth cultures, and the relevance of wanting
to be ‘cool’ in shaping young people’s motivations to act as environmental activists. Aside from rais-
ing important questions about the relationship between authenticity, notions of ‘coolness’ and cli-
mate activism, she notes this as an avenue to understand differences in youth cultures around
climate crisis activism across geographical contexts. Trott (2021), in asking the question ‘How
do young people’s everyday climate crisis activism make a difference?’ offers a stark reminder of
how insurmountable the climate crisis is, and presents convincing critiques of the limits of
young people’s agency in solving the climate crisis, highlighting their interdependency with top-
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down policy shifts. Trott (2021) argues that top-down policies must be considered in relationship
with bottom-up cultural shifts and draws on the concept of ‘counterculture’ to argue that young
people’s everyday climate crisis activism is key to facilitating the cultural shift that counters and
challenges ‘old’ ways of living and consuming, as well as setting the direction for new and more
sustainable futures.

Post-humanist agencies

Extending the recognition of interdependent agencies, a number of authors adopt post-humanist
perspectives to re-think young people’s relationships with the world, breaking down binary notions
of ‘person-in-context’. Börner, Kraftl, and Giatti (2020) make an explicit call for post-humanist
research, which recognises the agency of non-human actors. In their own research, exploring
young people’s everyday agency in relation to their disaster-prone community environments,
they call for recognition of the agency of disasters in disrupting the lives of young people, which
when combined with poverty and limited access to political arenas, may minimise the opportunities
for young people to instigate transformative change. Ojala (2020) adopts a similar standpoint, high-
lighting the agentic capabilities of ‘trust’ (or ‘distrust’) – as an emotional phenomenon – in shaping
young people’s everyday climate crisis activism. Speaking from a social psychological perspective,
she argues that trust in climate science (or otherwise) affects young people’s emotional responses to
the climate crisis, whether it relates to worry, denial or hope, as well as their receptiveness to behav-
ioural advice. Nolas (2021), in her critique of publics discrediting, or being surprised by the
(environmental) acts of children, argue that ‘listening’ to children has agentic capacities, allowing
us to be moved by their actions, and recognising children’s concern for the non-human world. The
papers by Börner, Kraftl, and Giatti (2020), Ojala (2020) and Nolas (2021) open up new under-
standings of the way in which young people’s climate crisis activism is simultaneously constitutive
of and constituted by a myriad of non-human agencies that are otherwise effaced by assumptions
that young people and their contexts can be meaningfully talked about as separate entities. More-
over, the authors show that by adopting a post-humanist perspective, exploring the agentic capa-
bilities of particular phenomena, researchers are more likely to ‘discover’ the realities of young
people and uncover more pluralistic notions of agency, which do not fall into the stereotype of
‘heroic practices’.

The temporalities of activism

Young people’s everyday climate crisis activism is formed, maintained and reworked over time and
in temporal contexts. Many of the papers, albeit in different ways and to different degrees, note the
temporalities of young people’s everyday climate crisis activism. Some papers refer to the School
Strikes 4 Climate (SS4C) movement, and how it created a momentum for young people around
the world to be heard. The timeliness, or urgency of young people’s everyday climate crisis activism,
as well as the readiness (or not) of institutions and adult arenas to involve young people are also
noted by many of the papers. Similarly, many papers touch on intergenerational issues and
responses, suggesting that knowledge and everyday practices are formed in different places and
times, an issue central to Walker’s (2020a) paper about learning from second generation immi-
grants. Ojala (2020), who unpacks the role of trust in science in facilitating climate action, notes
how climate science may change over time, contributing to ambivalences and dissonances amongst
young people, affecting their everyday practices of protecting the climate. Temporality is central to
the paper by Nissen, Wong and Carlton (2020) who discuss potential ‘legacies’ arising from social
movements. They argue that much can be learned from literature that explores the legacies of social
movements to help understand the long-term effects of recent efforts by young people to mobilise
for climate action. Specifically, they discuss three different types of potential imprints arising from
current youth climate activism: biographical, movement and political legacies. With biographical
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legacies, the authors call for research into how young people’s participation in climate activism
shapes the trajectories of their lives, both in terms of changing social practices and youth ‘cultures’
(as also discussed by Collins 2020), but also at a personal level, such as their educational and future
employment choices. An example of this can be found in the paper by Navne and Skovdal (2021),
where 16-year-old Daniel describes how his everyday activism influences his career aspirations.
With movement legacies, Nissen et al call for attention to how historical and existing mobilisations
may spill-over and affect young people’s everyday practices, but also note the broader implications
for how movements, such as SS4C, are remembered and revisited to influence thinking and collec-
tive memory. This special collection of papers is arguably a legacy of the SS4C movement. Nissen
et al also call for research into political legacies, which may refer to how movements shape the
broader political environment, such as the effects of young people’s climate crisis activism on pol-
itical discourse and direction. Trott (2021), who also debates the long-term impact of young
people’s climate crisis activism, notes the temporal relationship between young people’s cultural
norms and values and (eventual) shifts in policy, as well as the importance of mobilisations to
be self-determined and bottom-up, if such initiatives are to last over time.

The mundanities of everyday climate crisis activism

It is unsurprising, given the focus of this collection on everyday climate crisis activism, that most
papers encourage greater attention to the mundanities of young people’s everyday lives and prac-
tices in relation to their environmental concerns. This extends Horton and Kraftl’s (2009, 16) call
for a focus on young people’s activism from the perspective of their ‘banal, day-to-day practices’.
Collins (2020, 3) asks pertinently: ‘How, then, do their expressions of environmental activism trans-
late into, and out of, the mundane spatial contexts of everyday material life, as everyday consump-
tion of food, energy, water, mobility and consumer goods plays out?’ Relatedly, Börner, Kraftl, and
Giatti (2020) call for research agendas that are sensitive to the emotional and mundane and that give
space to how young people experience their local environment in relation to their everyday lives.
They argue that this will not only help broaden and diversify understandings of the ‘environment’
but is critical for facilitating engagement with environmental concerns that matter to them. The
paper by Navne and Skovdal (2021) explores the everyday spatial context of 16-year-old Daniel,
and draws on Weick’s (1984) concept of ‘small wins’, to begin conceptualising young people’s cli-
mate crisis activism in the context of everyday life. They find that because of the insurmountable
nature of the climate crisis, young people, like Daniel, tend to break up the climate crisis into man-
ageable practices, such as eating less meat, recycling, and generally consuming less. Daniel fully
recognises the limits of these practices but reminds us that these seemingly mundane practices
require constant negotiation with others, which can be both emotionally rewarding and draining.
Daniel approaches his efforts as an incremental and long-term strategy based on the small and con-
trollable ways in which he tries to influence his own behaviour and that of the people around him.

Towards climate competent school environments

A common thread in many of the papers is the important role of schools in creating spatial oppor-
tunities for climate action. Daniel, for instance, also talks about the importance of his school in edu-
cating him about the latest developments in areas of sustainability and green energy systems, as well
as the role of schools in creating spaces for environmentally friendly youth ‘cultures’ and social
practices to be formed (Navne and Skovdal 2021). Trott (2021) similarly reflects on her own
research and the role of educational spaces in empowering young people’s climate awareness,
agency and action. She argues that school spaces could be an ideal environment for introducing
participatory and arts-based methods that invite young people to envision and enact sustainable
futures. However, for this to happen, Trott and Weinberg (2020, 17) have argued that there is a
‘need for larger-scale policy change focused on school reform recognizing children’s capacities to
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be change agents in their communities’. Moreover, schools are complex settings, and Skovdal and
Campbell (2015) caution against viewing schools as a ‘magic bullet’ capable of tackling the impacts
of social problems, such as the climate crisis, without significant resources and outside support, or
recognition of how they may be part and parcel of the social systems that contribute to the problem.
The paper by Dunlop et al. (2020) takes such a critical approach in their debate about the role of
schools and teachers in nurturing young people’s responses to the climate crisis. The authors
first highlight the challenges, or ‘regimes of obstruction’, to climate crisis activism in schools.
Reflecting on the English context they argue that schools and teachers face significant constraints
and dilemmas in promoting young people’s engagement with environmental issues, bounded by
policies and practices that determine what is (in)appropriate in relation to climate change-related
education. The authors devote the second half of their paper to reflect on changes required to make
schools more competent in nurturing climate crisis activism. They open up space for re-thinking
young people’s participation in school life, and the need for changes to the school curricula.
They call for more flexibility in school curricula, so that young people have the freedom to learn
about topics that fit with the times and their local concerns. They go on to argue that such flexibility
and space for localising education must be accompanied with space for teachers to adopt more criti-
cal pedagogical approaches, building the capacity of young people to challenge power structures.

Listening and learning from young people

Finally, the collection of papers unanimously call for research that draws on the experiences and
perspectives of young people themselves in conceptualisations of their everyday climate crisis acti-
vism. However, as Nolas (2021) argues, it is not enough to provide children and young people with
a voice. We need to listen as well. Drawing on her multi-sited ethnographic work into childhood
publics, Nolas argues that if we actually listen(ed) to children, it would come as no surprise that
the environment and non-human world is exceedingly important to them, and that this concern
– with roots in their everyday interactions with animals and the environment – constitutes the
foundation for their participation in environmental movements. Nolas contends there is a need
to foster cultures, and create infrastructures of listening, contending that it is through listening
that we can access children’s everyday lifeworlds and allow our subjectivities to be challenged.
The paper by Navne and Skovdal (2021) is primarily a personal account of 16-year-old Daniel’s
experiences of his everyday climate crisis activism. The paper is the fruit of collaboration between
Daniel and an adult academic, who together co-construct ideas about young people’s everyday cli-
mate crisis activism. By providing Daniel with a lead author role, and a platform to voice his dis-
quiet and responses to the climate crisis within an academic forum, the paper involves a young
person in the academic debate, and not merely as a study participant. Because of the delay in mak-
ing available research conducted with young people, and given the urgency of the climate crisis, it
seems fitting to explore new ways of involving young people more directly in academic debates. The
paper by Navne and Skovdal provides an opportunity for the academic community to listen to and
learn from a young person, now, and constitutes a form of scholar activism which is not without
precedent (See Luna and Mearman 2020). Extending Nolas’ argument, an academic infrastructure
of listening could constitute involving children and young people more systematically in academic
fora. That said, the process of involving minors in research, or paper writing, is not – as some of the
papers discuss – without methodological or ethical challenges. A reviewer of the paper by Navne
and Skovdal (2021) raised a number of ethical concerns, such as highlighting their discomfort to
provide critical feedback, if the recipient is a minor. The paper, and the process leading to its draft-
ing, provided the editorial team of Children’s Geographies with many valuable experiences. They
have established a centralised ethics review process for papers co-authored with young people
and become familiar with the legal position of the journal – opening up the potential for the journal
to present young people’s voices more directly. Börner, Kraftl, and Giatti (2020) also highlight
methodological lessons from their research with young people in Brazil, which also carry analytical
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value about the importance of listening to children. For instance, they noted a tendency amongst
their participants to down-play or negate their everyday reality in relation to climate risks. The
authors argue that what researchers may talk about as a problem arising from climate change
may be considered normal by young people, whereas the ‘problems’ highlighted by young people
may reflect other issues entirely, an awareness they would not have gained if it was not for their
listening. They go on to contend that the act of negating the climate crisis can constitute a form
of agency, or activism (O’Toole et al. 2003). Future research into young people’s climate crisis acti-
vism needs to go beyond the ‘giving voice’ agenda, and instead explore the value, challenges and
disruptions associated with establishing ‘infrastructures of listening’ (Nolas 2021), across the spec-
trum of research, analysis and action.

Final thoughts

This collection of Viewpoint papers, then, begins to identify the contours of young people’s every-
day climate crisis activism as a field of study. They identify a broad range of problem-spaces, or
terrains, for analysis and action that are overlooked and undervalued in research into young
people’s responses to the climate crisis. Together, they highlight that the everyday activism of
young people does not happen in a vacuum, underlining how their agencies, and our understand-
ings of these, are intrinsically bounded by a complex web of relational and spatial forces (see Woon
2017). It is our hope that this Editorial Introduction, together with the papers in this collection, set
the stage for future research, policy and practice and identify the boundaries, or bounded nature of
young people’s everyday engagements with the climate crisis.
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