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Abstract 

This Viewpoint is primarily a personal account of 16-year-old Daniel’s experiences of his everyday 

climate crisis activisms. The article demonstrates Daniel’s disquiet with how things stand, and how 

this translates into everyday climate crisis activism and relational dilemmas that need to be 

carefully navigated. Guided by his ‘inner climate compass’, Daniel finds small and controllable 

ways to influence family, friends and his broader community, and it’s through small steps and small 

wins he exerts influence and develops the capacity to cope with relational dilemmas that may arise 

from diverging views and responses, and recognition of the boundaries of his agency.  

 

Introduction 

This Viewpoint represents the fruition of a series of e-mail exchanges between the co-authors, 

Daniel and Morten. Daniel is 16 years old and from Copenhagen, Denmark. He recently graduated 

lower secondary school and has relocated to Toronto, Canada, with his family, where he will stay 

for one year attending high school. In his spare time, he reads, plays tennis and guitar. He aspires 

to become an environmental engineer and work professionally to protect the climate. Morten is a 

social psychologist and commissioning editor of Children’s Geographies.  

The co-authors have only met once – when Daniel was 13 years old – in a chance encounter when 

Daniel visited his mother, Laura, at the University of Copenhagen. Laura and Morten work together 

and it is in the same corridor where the co-authors briefly met three years prior, where Laura and 

Morten have had conversations about young people’s climate crisis activism. It was through these 

conversations Laura recounted the experiences of her son and his responses to the climate crisis, 

which both gave rise to the idea of commissioning the special collection of Viewpoints that this 

article is a part of, as well as the idea of extending an invitation to Daniel to contribute with a paper, 

sharing his perspectives. Laura aired the idea with Daniel, who enthusiastically agreed to co-author 



   
 

   
 

this paper. As an academic herself, Laura was able to explain to Daniel what this entails, both in 

terms of the work involved, and in terms of the implications of having his words and perspectives 

sealed in an academic paper. It was agreed that we would proceed through e-mail exchanges, as 

opposed to having conversations, to give Daniel a chance to reflect and respond on his own terms. 

This is obviously an unusual set up for an academic article, but not without precedent. A recent 

article in Sustainable Earth narrates the first-hand experiences of 11-year-old Elsie Luna, who is 

lead author of the article. Luna and Mearman (2020) got together to elevate Luna’s climate 

activism experiences, primarily to unravel how young climate activists learn to rebel, but also to 

challenge the power that adults have over children within academia. We seek to do something 

similar, but with a focus on children and young people’s everyday climate crisis activism. Luna and 

her public acts of rebellion and media appearances represent a visible and public force akin to 

Greta Thunberg. Important as this is, there is also a much larger story to be told about the climate 

crisis activism that is taking place, right in front of us, in the everyday. Children and young people 

across the globe are taking up the climate crisis ‘fight’ with themselves, their family and friends, 

exerting influence in largely untold ways. Whilst Daniel does participate in public demonstrations 

for social change to protect the climate, his everyday care for the planet shapes how he lives his 

life, the decisions he makes about the future, and how he relates to people around him.  

In some of the first e-mail exchanges, it became clear that Daniel sees everyday climate crisis 

activism as part of an incremental and long-term strategy based on the small everyday steps that 

he and other young people take to exert influence in protection of the climate. This understanding 

led us to discuss and further frame the writing of this Viewpoint around Weick’s (1984) concept of 

‘small wins’. According to Weick (1984) the size of social problems can be a stumbling block to 

action, disabling the resources of thought and action required to address them. Weick (1984) 

argues that one way to overcome this is to break down the problem into smaller and more 

manageable problems that can be addressed and won, attracting allies and eventually driving 

social change. Whilst young people may recognise their major win and role in building the 

crescendo that has placed environmental concerns firmly on the global agenda, for instance 

through the school strike movement (Han & Ahn, 2020; Thomas, Cretney, & Hayward, 2019), the 

sheer urgency and scale of the climate crisis can be experienced as abstract and insurmountable 

(Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, & Whitmarsh, 2007). Whilst we salute and recognise the importance of 

high-profile youth activists and social movements in driving social and political change, such efforts 

must be considered in the context of how they affect and are affected by everyday small steps and 

small wins in achieving immediate, visible and modest results in the fight against climate change. 

We draw on this framing and Daniel’s experiences to argue that there is a need to recognise and 



   
 

   
 

appreciate children and young people’s everyday climate crisis activism, as an incremental and 

long-term strategy based on small steps and small wins. Many small steps and small wins, by 

many young people is undeniably a force to be reckoned with.  

 

Small steps, small wins and relational dilemmas in the everyday  

This section is written by Daniel, which is why the forthcoming sections are presented in first-

person. Morten helped edit the text and organised it under the different thematic headings. It 

accounts for the small steps, small wins and relational dilemmas experienced by Daniel in his 

quest to mobilise  climate crisis actions in the community, at home, as well as with himself. Daniel 

ends this section by reflecting on the contours of his everyday climate crisis activism.  

 

“Everyone’s talking about it”: Collective responses and ‘big wins’ 

A regular day for me is noticeably impacted by the changing climate, mostly through the choices I 

make, and how I live my life. I am repeatedly reminded of the climate crisis. It is in the news, I 

smell the exhaust from cars, I learn about it in school, and of course, every time I eat I think about 

the energy that it has taken to produce my food. Although the reminders are constant, I do not 

consider them a bad thing. I am in fact very grateful that society is waking up and that people are 

increasingly becoming aware of this international crisis that we all have our share in. Everyone is 

talking about it. In school for example, most subjects and topics contain questions about pollution, 

sustainability and new green energy systems, which to me is amazing because you get to engage 

yourself in finding out what it takes to address the growing climate crisis. You get the feeling that 

you and your peers can play an important role in addressing climate change, and that your efforts 

do matter. My generation is acutely aware of the giant problems we are facing, not least because 

we are in fact the generation who will live with the consequences of a changing climate if we do not 

do anything. We spend a lot of our school breaks and sometimes discussion-time in class, 

debating what we can do. We also discuss the unfairness of how we, as young people, with our 

lives in front of us, have to live with a deteriorating climate, which we did not provoke. Of course it 

is our responsibility just as much as everyone else’s, but we were born into this state of 

emergency, and it is unavoidable that some young people will be frustrated at the older 

generations for treating the planet the way they have.  

Despite this, most of us young people are luckily very motivated and inspired to take action and, 

together as one, deliver a message and a wake-up call to the people around us. Last year together 



   
 

   
 

with thousands of other teenagers, children and parents in Copenhagen, I took part in an 

enormous demonstration with other groups around the globe, led by the famous climate change 

activist Gretha Thunberg and the #FridaysforFuture movement. Everyone participating had skipped 

school and work on a Friday, to unify in this important cause and to send a message to politicians 

everywhere. A sign with a question that I remember quite vividly from the day read: “Er der en 

voksen til stede?”. It is Danish and means “is there an adult present?” I think it is a great question, 

because we really need immediate action from adults. It cannot just be a concern of children and 

young people. It cannot just be children and young people taking action. Thankfully, some 

politicians showed up and they walked amongst us, in the crowd, talking to children and adults 

alike. It was a good day, but I also remember being quite disappointed by some of my schoolmates 

who showed up. The demonstration was not that far from school, yet only a handful, including my 

best friend and I, actually took the bicycle to reach the demonstration. Much to my dissatisfaction, 

the rest took the bus and arrived later than those of us biking. When my friend and I asked them 

why they took the bus, they said it was too far to go on their bikes. For me however it was 

important to demonstrate and point out the importance of taking a CO2 neutral bike to a global 

warming demonstration, and not the bus. Nonetheless, at the end of the day they still came and 

participated well. I believe that was what mattered the most. At the demonstration, I did not really 

have a place to store my bicycle helmet so I was walking around with it. A famous politician saw 

me walk around with my helmet and actually commented that it was great that we showed up and 

participated in the demonstration, getting people’s attention to the climate crisis, but also that we 

brought signs with mottos such as “Less gas more grass”, “I’m so happy with my bike” (a Danish 

children's song). My helmet served as a useful prop for the song and a symbol for urban 

transportation in an era of climate change. That very same evening, my friend was watching the 9 

o’clock news and he told me that he saw my hair and blue bicycle helmet on TV, as I was standing 

behind a group of journalists interviewing one of the candidates for prime minister in Denmark.  

This and other climate demonstrations shaped our 2019 election, which constitute a ‘big win’ for 

young people. Mette Frederiksen, our newly elected prime minister won comfortably because of 

her party’s and supporting parties’ position on climate change. They listened to the concerns of 

young people who therefore played a critical role in placing the climate on the political agenda in 

Denmark. The Danish Government has since initiated a handful of projects to support a target of 

becoming CO2 neutral by 2050. These new initiatives will make it easier for more and more people 

to contribute to responses that reduce global warming. Denmark is already in a good position, with 

a lot of focus on cycling, particularly in cities, public transport and renewable energy. I do however 

think there is still room for improvement, for instance when jobs and factories are moved to other 

countries where labour is cheaper, and where the pollution from production does not count towards 



   
 

   
 

Denmark’s pollution numbers. But we seem to be going in the right direction and people are 

generally empowered and supported to act. I think it is great to have the improvements and 

progress present in our day-to-day life, both through political discussions in the wake of the 2019 

election, and the growing attention to the climate crisis in the media and schools, legitimising and 

supporting my efforts to take action and keep believing in the cause. 

“I have influenced practices at home”: Small steps and small wins with family and friends 

The climate response is important to me, but I recognise that not everyone feels this way. This can 

create difficulties between family, friends and myself. Some are very supportive and ready to take 

up the fight, “where can I start?” but there will be others who do not share this enthusiasm and 

commitment to change everyday practices, which may result in conflict. In my family we sometimes 

have bigger and smaller goals and diverging ambitions for the climate response. The conflicts and 

arguments arising from this only slow everything down. Just like political parties have different 

aspirations and visions, we cannot all be satisfied. But with time, things will change for the better. 

For instance, I am pleased with how my family is responding to the climate crisis. They have 

generally been responsive to my concerns and shown respect for my wishes. I am certain that I 

have played an important role in changing practices in our day-to-day life at home, reducing our 

impact on the climate. For instance, I have been quite successful in convincing my parents and 

siblings to use their bicycles more often instead of the car. Unfortunately, it is not possible for me to 

convince them 100% of the time, and it happens that I get upset with my family if I feel they are just 

lazy or come up with silly excuses for taking the car. I do not yell at them or anything because I 

know they are not obliged to take the bike. I just wish they did. Another transport issue relates to 

flying. We have known for a while that we would move to Canada. I am thrilled that my family 

agreed to take a break from flying, spending two summers of vacation in Denmark, to save up for 

the long-haul flight taking us all to Canada.  

They also know that I would like us to cut down meat consumption. It has taken a little while, but 

we have – over time – gone from having meat-free meals between two and three days a week, to 

eating as much, if not more, vegetarian food during the week. Encouraging my family not to cook 

meals with meat has been challenging, and I see no prospect of becoming vegetarian as long as 

my family occasionally eats meat. I enjoy eating meat myself, and seeing my family eat meat 

makes it that much harder. Related to food, another practice I have tried to establish within my 

family is buying more local and seasonal groceries to reduce our carbon footprints. I would also 

like my family to be conscious of their water usage. We recently came back from a holiday, 

exploring the Canadian countryside. I am so grateful and proud of my family for taking fewer 

showers not only during the holiday but also during these past months of the pandemic. I just hope 



   
 

   
 

this will continue when we return to our everyday lives with school and work, although I appreciate 

this may be more difficult.   

Inspired by my older cousin, I have started buying and wearing second-hand clothes. I am now 

also of a height that I can begin to use some of my dad’s old clothes. My family has also become 

better at buying second-hand clothes, although it is still mostly me. As a family we have come to 

really like going vintage shopping, visiting these small and cosy boutiques with second-hand 

clothing, much of which is also in fashion at the moment. It is very satisfying to re-use clothes, and 

find rare items that you do not see in the stores anymore. This is also the case for my classmates, 

as a lot of them visit flea markets regularly. In my peer groups, wearing second-hand clothes has 

become the new norm and we are slowly encouraging others just as I was encouraged by my 

cousin. Some school subjects, such as ‘Social studies’ have made it easier for us to have open 

discussions and change social practices about the clothes we wear and the food we eat. Our 

everyday practices have become part of our political discussions and opinions. I definitely think 

that is a healthy thing, not only to change our everyday practices, but also to spark conversations 

about the role of human activities in the climate crisis, empowering our democracy and preparing 

us for when we are of age to vote.   

 

“It is myself that I can change most easily”: My small steps, small wins and compromises  

Some days I wake up and think to myself, I should have gone to bed earlier, I should not have 

stayed up and used the lights unnecessarily. Besides, changing my sleep schedule will not hurt as 

it is probably better for the body to sleep and wake up between the hours 10-12 to 6-7. Another 

thing that frequently enters my consciousness, even in the middle of the night, is how annoying it is 

that the lights are always on in the hall, because of my brother’s fear of darkness. Sometimes I 

cannot stop myself from just quietly sneaking out and turning off the lights when I suspect he is 

asleep. But usually, he is still awake and yells at me to turn them back on and I reluctantly obey in 

order not to cause a conflict where he most likely calls my parents, and more lights will be turned 

on (and I will most likely also get a small lecture!). Sometimes it is at lunch that my inner climate 

compass goes wild, when there is nothing but meat in the cafeteria, and I have to either eat it and 

feel very bad or go outside of the school and spend 10-15 dollars on a small vegetarian meal. It 

also often occurs to me right as I am about to head off to sleep, that tomorrow probably is one day 

closer to the planet’s demise, if I do not do something drastic soon. What follows is not exactly a 

calm, sleep-inducing train of thoughts: Oh, dear God, humankind is screwed. We have to change 

everything, someone must come to their senses and step in. I must take action now; I must think 

sustainably. My actions do not even matter, do they? What am I supposed to do? I am only a child, 



   
 

   
 

yet the politicians say that youth must act, but who is that? When? What? How? And then I notice 

the lights in the hall. 

But enough with the gloomy thoughts and minor meltdowns in my head. The realization that we are 

in the middle of a climate crisis encourages me to take numerous steps to change daily practices 

that may be detrimental to the environment. At the end of the day, it is myself that I can change 

most easily and I really strive to do as much as I can whenever possible. There are numerous 

things I do in my day-to-day life to protect the climate. I am lucky to live close to my school and the 

city and can easily move around and see my friends using the bicycle, and as discussed above, I 

am conscious of what I wear, what I eat and the water I consume. I am also very careful about how 

I dispose of rubbish and I adamantly look for a recycling bin. I often have to split my rubbish into 

smaller items to dispose of it correctly. At home we have three different types of bins, one for 

plastics (hard and soft), one for organic waste (food, plants and some types of paper), and 

regrettably one for the rest. On the street, we also have access to bins for glass or metal. Even 

though I think and act on all these small things every day, I am also quite pragmatic in my 

responses. For instance, I – like most young people today - allow myself some time surfing the 

web even though I know that it too has consequences. But I find the web also very helpful in 

responding to the climate crisis (gaining knowledge, mobilising support), and to link with, and 

encourage others. For instance, I may watch a streamer play computer games, entertaining tens of 

thousands of people online, and sometimes he comments – for instance if watching Formula One 

and drivers re-fuelling – “now, is this good for the climate?”, and his followers start discussing and 

commenting in the chat. 

 

“Small steps, small wins”: Young people’s everyday climate crisis activism and why it matters 

The climate crisis unites a lot of people and presents them with a common cause, where everyone 

has to take action if we want to see results. Without a doubt, it motivates me in my everyday life, 

that my choices and intentions matter and that I am not alone in this. The scale and urgency of the 

climate crisis can from time to time seem so overwhelming that I partly lose hope, and feel that 

nothing I do matters. These pessimistic thoughts fortunately do not last long, and I have never 

reached a point where I just wanted to give up and leave it all to some scientists or adults. I know 

that what I do, and how I influence people around me, has an impact, however small it may be. It 

does however require will power, strength and clarity to imagine that we will reach the goal of 

slowing down global warming, but also recognising the consequences of not doing so. The 

consequences of inaction differ from generation to generation. Young people are known to have 

high hopes and ambitions. I am convinced that young people today provide a necessary and 



   
 

   
 

renewed energy in the climate response, both because they have a voice, and because they are 

increasingly listened to by the media, parents, in school, and with this paper, also in academia. I 

see young people’s everyday climate crisis activism as the climate-related actions and practices of 

young people, whether they are small everyday steps or participation in organised social 

movements, to encourage greater climate engagement, both for themselves and the people 

around them.  

 

Concluding thoughts 

In this Viewpoint article, we sought to introduce and reflect on the climate crisis experiences, 

interpretations and responses of Daniel, a 16-year-old old boy from Copenhagen, Denmark, to 

foreground a child- and youth-centred understanding of young people’s everyday climate crisis 

activism. Daniel’s accounts provide insight into the patterns of a climate-conscious teenager’s 

everyday life, as well as his struggles and attempts to change his own everyday practices, as well 

as those of his family and peers. A recurrent theme pertains to the process and time it takes to 

encourage others to live more climate-friendly, such as eating less meat and more local produce, 

taking fewer showers or refraining from buying brand new clothes, but also the importance of 

setting a good example, whether it is taking the bicycle when peers take the bus, or recycling 

vigorously.  Daniel sees these everyday activities as small, incremental and accumulative steps 

that lead to tangible results, or small wins, in the form of more meat-less days, and seeing more 

and more peers wear second-hand clothes. Like rings in water, right from the political impact of his 

participation in public demonstrations to his influence on family and friends, Daniel experiences 

and witnesses his potential to transform everyday practices and the bargaining power of young 

people to instigate social change. In this process, however, Daniel has to navigate relational 

dilemmas. Because of his concern for the environment, Daniel wants to ’nudge’ and encourage 

behaviour change amongst the people around him, but at the same time he wants to be accepting 

and understanding of people around him and maintain good relations. This is a balancing act for 

Daniel that requires careful navigation.  

Although Daniel, like many other young people, sees the climate crisis as insurmountable in many 

ways, feelings of frustration and helplessness appear to be deactivated by what Weick (1984) 

refers to as a recasting of larger problems into smaller and more controllable opportunities for 

change. Daniel recognises that his agency to solve the climate crisis is ‘bounded’ (Aitken & Plows, 

2010) and that he is enmeshed in different power relations to adults, whether they are his parents 

or politicians. It is in this ‘in-between political space’ (Skelton, 2010), Daniel tactically breaks up the 

climate crisis into manageable actions and gets to ‘be political’ (Isin, 2002) and exert influence. We 



   
 

   
 

argue that approaching and recognising young people’s everyday climate crisis activism as small 

steps and small wins can help unpack critical political processes in the climate response and frame 

young people as ‘political actors’ (Kallio & Häkli, 2013; Skelton, 2013). How can young people be 

supported to break up the overwhelming climate crisis into everyday acts? Reflecting on a school-

based arts programme in Tasmania, Australia, Stratford (2016) finds participatory arts to help 

children and young people think, act and narrate climate change at different temporal and spatial 

scales. The arts-based activities made the climate crisis local and concrete, opening up their 

political agency. Similar observations have been made by Diprose et al (2019) in the United 

Kingdom and Uganda, and by Trajber et al (2019) and Trott (2019) in Brazil and the United States 

respectively.  

We call for further research into the everyday climate crisis activisms of young people. Such 

research can help us see young people’s environmental concerns, not only through the prism of 

young people who are actively involved in climate activism in the public sphere, but also through 

their small steps and small wins in everyday life. Such work will also help us understand how public 

climate activism affect, and are affected by, small steps and small wins in the everyday, private 

sphere. Nissen, Wong, and Carlton (2020) have made similar calls for research, arguing for greater 

engagement with the social movement literature to unpack the long-term effects of climate crisis 

activism.  

Another prominent issue entangled into Daniel’s account pertains to his moral geography and 

sense of intergenerational (in)justice (cf. chapter 4 of Diprose et al., 2019). Daniel early on alludes 

to the ‘unfairness’ of ‘us’ (his generation) growing up in a world with a deteriorating climate, caused 

by unsustainable consumption of ‘them’ (the older generation). By casting older generations as 

somewhat culpable for the climate crisis, and simultaneously accepting responsibility for ‘saving’ 

the future, Daniel is able to adopt a relatively long-term ‘generational timescape’ (White, 2017). His 

capacity to imagine the future and recognise historical responsibility shapes how he is able to 

respond to the climate crisis, a capacity Diprose et al. (2019) argue is linked to the privilege of a 

livelihood-secure up-brining. It is therefore important to recognise that Daniel’s accounts of his 

small steps and small wins mirror the society he is a part of. His livelihood-secure upbringing in 

Copenhagen, a city which prides itself for its cycling culture, and his encounter with politicians who 

walk amongst demonstrators, and the enabling role of his school to instigate critical discussions 

and treat pupils as ‘agents of change’, all frame Daniel’s agentic capabilities. There is thus an 

urgent need for research with young people in the global South, studying their day-to-day 

experiences, interpretations, and responses to climate change. Relatedly, Walker (2020) argues 

that there is a danger that our understandings of young people’s environmental concerns are 



   
 

   
 

primarily framed by young people living in the urban Global North, something this article risks 

contributing to. This is supported by a recent review of literature on how young people can be more 

effectively engaged in the climate change response, which found a strong bias towards European, 

Australian and U.S. data (Corner et al., 2015). This is problematic because youth dissent, which 

has been key to climate action in parts of the global North, may take different forms in the global 

South, with often very different patterns of everyday life, partly explained by historical and cultural 

understandings of young people’s place within generational power hierarchies and poverty 

(Aleksandrova, 2019; Evans, 2015). The growing media attention directed to young climate 

activists in the global South supports this, highlighting barriers to climate action such as outdated 

educational materials, limited freedom of expression, and other more pressing daily challenges 

(BBC, 2020; Goering, 2020). 

Nonetheless, in our report of how Daniel translates his disquiet with how things stand into everyday 

climate crisis activisms, we observe the importance of young people, like Daniel, to find small and 

controllable ways to ‘practice politics in everyday environments’ (Kallio & Häkli, 2011). We 

conclude that it is through small steps and small wins he exerts influence and develops the 

capacity to cope with relational dilemmas that may arise from diverging views and responses, and 

recognition of the boundaries of his agency.  
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