Welcome to the latest edition of journal corner’ where we offer curriculum friendly summaries
of papers published in the BSA journal Sociology.

In this journal corner, we look at “Not Talking about Climate Change: Everyday
Interactions, Relational Work and Climate Silences”

This article was written by Associate Professor Katy Wright and Professor Sarah Irwin and was
recently awarded the SAGE prize for Innovation and Excellence. Readers may also be interested
in the authors’ blog post on this topic published on the BSA Fvervday Society website. We are
delighted to say that, for this edition, the authors themselves have summarised the article.

As with our last newsletter piece, we consider this article an excellent way to bring the
sociological imagination into the classroom. It lends itself to asking students whether they talk
about climate change, what is said, to whom, when etc. For us, the paper also lends itself to a
second activity. Whilst climate change does not seem to have a dominant space in the A Level
curriculum we believe that this paper does speak to aspect across the curticulum. Indeed, a useful
excercise might be to ask our students themselves if they can see the many connections.

As always, we hope that this will inspire wide-ranging, and critical, discussion.
Best wishes

The Editors of Sociology


https://es.britsoc.co.uk/not-talking-about-climate-change/

“Not talking about climate change: Everyday interactions, relational work and climate
silences”

In this paper, Dr Wright and Professor Irwin explore a central sociological question about
climate change. That is, given the extensive concern and desire for action on climate change
why is it that people do not talk about it more than they do? Asked in surveys how frequently
they share their opinions about climate change with family, friends and acquaintances, over
half say rarely or not at all (Climate Barometer 2025). This is despite recent research
suggesting that 77% of people in the UK say they are very or fairly concerned about climate
change (DESNZ 2025). This gap between high public concern and low levels of climate talk
is often seen as a puzzle, while limited talk about climate change is also said to slow down
momentum for collective climate action.

Wright & Irwin’s research offers a different perspective on this core question compared to
conventional approaches which only tell a partial story. For example, social psychological
explanations suggest that people are discouraged from talking about climate change because
they mistakenly think that their own concern is not widely shared. This phenomenon, known
as pluralistic ignorance (Sparkman et al. 2022), is seen to contribute to a ‘spiral of silence’
around climate change (Ettinger et al. 2023). Another important argument, developed by
Norgaard (2011), explores ‘norms of inattention’ shaped by cultural contexts and political
economy drivers which encourage people to look away. This means that while they are aware
of climate change, they are not inclined to talk or think about it in their day to day lives

However, while important, neither of these perspectives are sufficient for understanding as
they do not engage with the relational contexts in which climate talk does or does not
happen, or how it is closed down by others or limited through strategic self-silencing. They
overlook how everyday interactions and relationship work (Davies 2022) influence whether
people feel able, willing or motivated to bring climate change into conversation. Previously,
relationship work has not been much considered in accounts of climate self-silencing within
everyday interactions. However, this paper’s evidence about climate conversations (or lack
of) highlights the profound importance of social context for understanding climate talk and,
crucially, the role of social relationships in influencing how often people talk about climate
change, who they talk to and what they discuss.

The research, which was carried out in 2020 and 2021, involved a mixed methods approach.
The first stage involved an online survey (n=1676) distributed to people who lived, worked
and/or studied in the city of Leeds in the north of England. The survey was distributed via
diverse networks of local authority, third sector, community and educational organisations in
the city. Survey respondents provided contact details if they were willing to be involved in
follow-up in-depth interviews, which the authors ran with 42 participants. In the research,
which examined public perceptions of climate change, they explored how people see
possibilities for addressing climate change and how they think responsibilities for doing so
should be distributed (Irwin & Wright 2024), and they examined how people talk about
climate change in their everyday interactions (Wright & Irwin 2024).

Wright & Irwin show that even among people who are highly concerned about climate
change, in a number of contexts everyday climate talk is limited, avoided, or shut down.


https://climatebarometer.org/a-climate-of-silence-in-the-uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/desnz-public-attitudes-tracker-spring-2025/desnz-public-attitudes-tracker-net-zero-and-climate-change-spring-2025-uk#concern-about-climate-change

Their analysis highlights how climate silence is influenced by the relational contexts of
everyday life. In such instances people self-silence to maintain positive relationships, avoid
conflict, and protect others’ feelings. For example, participants described avoiding climate
talk with friends who found it “boring” or who they feared would see them as “preachy” or “a
bore”. Others avoided discussing climate change with children or family members to shield
them from “doom and gloom”. This helps us understand that climate silence is not simply
about a lack of knowledge or apathy. Instead, it reflects the social norms that shape
interactions, the work involved in managing relationships, and the cultural expectation that
climate change may be seen as too political, too distressing, or controversial for everyday
conversation.

In developing this argument, the article touches on important themes across the sociology
curriculum, including social norms and interaction, power and politics, and public
engagement with climate change.

Interactions, norms and relationships

Wright & Irwin build on work that uses Goffman and Mason to understand how people
navigate difficult or sensitive conversations. They draw particularly on Davies’ (2022) study
of Brexit talk within families, which uses Goffman’s ideas about interactional and
conversation norms, and Mason’s (2004) argument that relationships, not individuals, should
be the primary focus of sociological analysis. Davies’ paper is useful because it explores how
families manage difficult conversations about Brexit, when family members hold very
different views on this polarising and divisive issue. This offers a useful lens for thinking
about how climate talk is shaped by relational work and interactional norms, and how people
navigate this while protecting valued relationships.

Power, agency and the politics of climate talk

Participants’ accounts of climate conversations often focused on what seem to be quite trivial
consumer choices like reusable cups or shampoo bars, which have often been argued to
distract from systemic drivers of climate change. However, Wright & Irwin show that while
participants do often talk about small, everyday actions, many are also politically active and
believe strongly in the need for structural change. They suggest that people’s silence in
everyday contexts reflects practical constraints rather than political naivety, and that people
see conversations about small changes that can be made in everyday life as an opportunity to
raise awareness of and encourage greater engagement with climate issues.

Public engagement in climate change

The evidence in this article deepens our understanding of why everyday climate talk under-
reaches extensive public climate concern. It has implications for policy and practice, given
the growing calls for the public to engage in ‘climate conversations’ as a way to drive climate
action. Such calls underestimate just how hard it can be for people to bring climate change
into everyday conversation, even (and sometimes especially) with family and friends.
Supporting climate talk may instead require a more nuanced national conversation and
increased democratic engagement on climate issues, alongside wider systemic changes that
make it easier to live in more climate friendly ways, reducing sensitivities around implied
judgement and helping to normalise both climate action and climate discussion.



Dr Katy Wright is an Associate Professor of Sociology and Social Policy at the University of
Leeds. Katy has worked in the School of Sociology & Social Policy at Leeds since 2012.
Prior to taking up a lectureship in 2017, Katy worked as a Research Associate in the Centre
for International Research into Care, Labour and Equalities (CIRCLE) and subsequently was
a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Bauman Institute.

Professor Sarah Irwin is Professor of Sociology at the University of Leeds. After completing
her BA(hons) Geography at the University of Leeds, Sarah worked as a Research Assistant
(at Leeds, then at the University of Oxford). Following her PhD at the University of
Edinburgh, Sarah was Research Fellow at the University of Essex and Lecturer at York
before returning to the University of Leeds in 1994. Sarah has since been centrally involved
in a series of large research projects including the ESRC funded Research Group on Care,
Values and the Future of Welfare (CAVA), Real Life Methods (part of the National Centre for
Research Methods) and ESRC Timescapes.

Thank you for summarising the article for us. I think you also cover many of our usual
questions in your summary above. One thing perhaps left to ask is ‘what are you
working on now’?

KW: I am currently working on two research projects. In the first, I am a co-investigator on a
European project looking at young people’s (aged 18-25) mobility in the context of 15-
minute cities. The project uses a Systems-of-Provision approach to explore which
provisioning systems (work, education, leisure, housing, etc.) matter most to young people,
how they access them in everyday life, and how they work together to shape patterns of
mobility. This is a mixed-methods project carried out in case study cities in the UK, Austria,
Belgium and Slovenia.

In the second, I am carrying out a small-scale interdisciplinary study of the Million Trees
Initiative a tree planting project carried out in Calderdale in the 1990s. The study brings
together sociology, social policy and environmental science to understand the aims, outcomes
and legacies of this historical project, and aims to draw out lessons about how past
environmental interventions shape present-day landscapes, policies and community
relationships. This project is unusual because it offers a longitudinal and critical perspective
on an environmental intervention, tracing how its social, political and ecological meanings
have shifted over time. This perspective is important, given the long lifetimes of landscape
interventions, and aims to provide insights which are not only valuable for academic research
but which can inform ongoing afforestation and rewilding projects.

SI: Recently I have been working on a collaborative research project, alongside a sound
artist, exploring experiences and perceptions of place and social change across generations in
Teesside. Amongst other research areas [ have a long standing interest in people’s
experiences and perceptions of social inequality, a question which I also explored in the
Teesside project. I am now developing new research exploring how social inequalities
intersect with ideas about fairness in low carbon transitions. I am also co-chair of the
University’s Just Transitions Taskforce where I work with colleagues to ensure that fairness



and inclusion are embedded in our ambitious University of Leeds Climate Plan. With Katy I
teach an undergraduate module called Sociology and the Climate Crisis.



