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In this commentary | respond to Benjamin Bowman'’s Fennia paper by
extending upon his central thesis that argues that the prevailing
methodological tools and framings used to research youth political
participation perpetuate unhelpful and inadequate dichotomies about
youth. Advancing upon this, | suggest that the youth climate strikes in 2019
highlight three prevalent discourses in youth research relating to climate
change: (i) the tendency to view youth as isolated individuals, neglecting
the role of adults and communities; (ii) the tendency to focus on individual
behavioural change rather than recognise the need for systemic and
societal responses to climate change, and (iii) the tendency to overlook
structural characteristics of youth such as race, gender and social class.
The resulting discourses of youth autonomy, individualism and
homogeneity lead to a distorted picture of young activists and perpetuate
harmful narratives which lead to stigma, despair and cynicism. The paper
concludes by advocating for greater care in the research methodologies
and critical frameworks we use to report on youth at public events, such as
climate strikes, in order to allow for the complexity of the young political
agent, the ambiguity of some of their actions and for opportunities that
enable young people themselves to articulate their own participation.
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Introduction

The scale of youth-led and youth participation in the protests for climate action in 2019 (variously
known as StudentStrike4Climate (SS4C), FridaysForFuture or Youth Strike4Climate) warranted
considerable attention with the final global strike amassing more than six million people in countries
as diverse as Ghana, Brazil, Samoa and the Philippines (Taylor et al. 2019). In my country of New
Zealand, | joined more than 3.5% of the population taking to the streets on September 27 to demand
urgent action on the escalating ecological crisis (Taylor et al. 2019). Yet what does this wide-scale
youth activism mean for climate action and for researchers? And what insights can we glean from
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the 2019 climate strikes about how young people are represented, researched and discussed? In this
commentary | take a lead from Bowman's (2019) paper recently published in Fennia to examine the
2019 climate strikes and consider some of the opportunities and challenges they present to
researchers of children and young people.

As researchers, we have been left somewhat on the backfoot in capturing the youth-led climate
strike social movement. Bowman's (2019) paper makes an important early contribution to this
emerging field of research. His paper responds to Wahlstrom and colleagues’ (2019) report on the
March 15, 2019 climate strikes in 13 countries in Europe which is, to-date, the most extensive survey
of protest participants in Europe. Whilst recognising the significant contribution of this report,
Bowman critiques the adult-led and binary framing of the political action of young people used in the
report arguing that it overlooks the complexity of youth politics. For example, he argues that the focus
on emotions of ‘worry’ and ‘anger’ overlook the joy and sense of fun that characterised many of the
protests. In addition, the construction of binaries such as ‘instrumental’ or ‘expressive’ motivations for
protesting perpetuate a false dichotomy that centres on older and more traditional notions of politics.
Bowman (2019) proposes that such narratives overlook the significant work by researchers in youth
politics which have pointed to the importance of understanding Do-It-Ourselves forms of political
participation (Pickard 2019) and the lived, ‘everyday politics’ of young people how these inform our
understanding of young citizens (O'Toole et al. 2003; Bang 2004; Harris et al. 2010; Wood 2012, 2014;
Kallio & Hakli 2013). A key argument Bowman makes is that the prevailing methodological tools and
framings used to research youth political participation perpetuate unhelpful and inadequate
dichotomies (active/non-active; formal/informal) about youth. In response, he suggests that we need
methodological approaches and theoretical frames that are better equipped to deal with the
complexity of the young political agent, the ambiguity of some of their actions and opportunities that
enable young people themselves to articulate their own participation.

Three research challenges

Research into the climate strikes does present some unique challenges to researchers - not least
because of the scale, the spontaneity and the short-term nature of the protest action itself which
allows little time for preparation and follow up - but also because of the immediate attention it
demanded due to the intense media and adult scrutiny on young people. In my commentary | take up
Bowman's challenge and use the climate strikes as a starting point to consider three ongoing
challenges for research in this emerging field. These challenges sit at the intersection of our responses
to issues of environmental degradation and climate change and how we research youth in general, as
well as their involvement in the strikes. From my perspective, these are closely related and as | will
argue, deeper understandings of both are required.

Youth - isolated, alone and angry: where are the adults?

One of the most significant elements of the 2019 climate protests is that they were youth-led. This
generated considerable interest in how young people, who had no experience of political organising,
managed to co-ordinate national and global level protests of such scale (Thomas et al. 2019). The
novelty of this youth-led focus merited much attention and indeed more research is needed into how
this movement was mobilised by young people within and across nations. This focus on youth as
political agents is part of a wider growing interest in the past two decades on children and young
people as young social agents and political actors (Holloway et al. 2010). Yet, this attention has at
times come at the detriment of a wider awareness of young people’s broader connections in
communities and their relationships with others. The focus on youth alone has led to a tendency to
celebrate agency and view youth as isolated, bounded, individual subjects. | agree with others who
suggest that at times this has had “too sharp and too exclusive a focus on the standpoints of young
people” (Fielding 2007, 304). This attention has at times overstated the autonomy of youth participation
and understated the powerful roles that adults play - especially in the context of families and regulated
spaces such as schools (Wyness 2013; Bartos 2015; Wood et al. 2018).
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This focus on youth alone was notable in some of the media reporting of youth climate protests.
Such reporting often used a generational analysis to conclude that the strikes represented an angry
young generation - isolated and alone (The Guardian 2019) and often in opposition to adults who had
created the environmental mess. This was a feature of much media where students were pitted
against adults in an oppositional response, such as Jemima Grimmer, 13, in Sydney who stated: “Adults
are, like, ‘Respect your elders.” And we're, like, ‘Respect our futures. You know, it's a two-way street,
respect, and I'm angry that | have to be here.” (Sengupta 2019).

Such reporting overlooked the intergenerational responses which did exist in all of the protests
(Carrington 2019) and is essential if issues of climate justice are to be addressed. Youth are not
isolated individuals and nor does their knowledge, skills and actions stem from a world removed
from adults. Instead, it is more useful to see the strikes are part of a wider inter-generational
globally-connected form of political organising (Thomas et al. 2019) that has had a much longer
presence than the events of 2019.

This is challenging for researchers who struggle to adequately capture the community and
intergenerational elements of young people’s lives as this requires a more wholistic vision and
significantly more time in the field than a one-off interview with a protesting individual. However,
this is more important than it might appear, because the complexity of climate change and its
solutions require many people, diverse communities and multiple-pronged approaches. In the
same way, we as researchers require a bigger vision to explore the inter-related, networked and
relational elements of young people’s lives more accurately (Mannion 2007; Bartos 2012, 2013;
Holloway et al. 2019; Wood & Kallio 2019). In addition, we need to remember the significance that
everyday interactions and familiar spatial and social practices hold in creating environmental
awareness and a desire to care, protect and nurture places of belonging that may be under threat,
and not merely focus on one-off high profile events (Bartos & Wood 2017).

Focus on Individual Behavioural Change

Closely linked to the first challenge is a prevailing tendency in discourses of climate change to focus
on the individual and their associated actions to address environmental damage and climate
change. Known as Individual Behavioural Change (IBC) (or sometimes ABC (Attitude-Behaviour-
Choice), the responsibility for responding to climate change is thought to lie with individuals whose
behavioural change will make the difference (Shove 2010). This common approach focuses on an
individual's own actions to reduce environmental and climate impacts - such as recycling, using
reusable bags, reducing carbon footprint, eating less meat and so on. While this has some merits, it
has been found to be closely associated with growing levels of ‘eco-anxiety’, guilt and despair
amongst children, young people and climate activists (Christensen 2019; Lawton 2019; Nairn 2019;
Thomas et al. 2019). These prevailing and individualising anxieties make their way into how we
research, with a good example being the Wahlstrom and colleagues (2019) report which overlooked
the joyful and hopeful aspects of the climate strikes, focusing instead on anxiety, fear and
hopelessness due to the narrow framing of the methodology (Bowman 2019).

In the same way, discourses about individual behavioural change heighten feelings of guilt
and normalise eco-anxiety as a constant state of inadequacy by placing far too much weight on
the individual's own responses. IBC is highly problematic as a solution as it ignores the structural
and systemic political and economic systems responsible for thousands of years of environmental
degradation and exploitation and suggests that an individual can address this through their
carbon-reducing behavioural change (Shove 2010; Rice et al. 2015; Christensen 2019). As Maniates
(2001, 33) explains:

When responsibility for environmental problems is individualized, there is little room to ponder

institutions, the nature and exercise of political power, or ways of collectively changing the

distribution of power and influence in society — to, in other words, “think institutionally.”

Christensen’s (2019) study of climate activists in Auckland, New Zealand confirms this pattern. She
showed that an IBC approach detracted young people from deeper engagement with the difficult
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work of thinking about the underlying causes of climate change, including the emotional work
involved in imagining different and new alternatives to current socio-economic and socio-political
realities. Another New Zealand-based study of climate activists also reported high levels of despair,
burnout and eco-anxiety, but found hope through recognising the strength that collective, rather
than individual, responses that climate change could bring (Nairn 2019). These studies suggest that
researchers need to pay far more attention to the imaginations of young activists themselves and
allow possibilities to see collective hope and solidarity, not only despair and the need to embed this
in theoretical and methodological frameworks. This brings us to a third challenge for researchers
engaged in climate change politics - the need to consider the collective rather than individual
identities of young protesters.

Focus on structural and identity politics

Bowman (2019) highlights the importance of knowing more about the classed, raced and gendered
characteristics of climate strike participants. While there was no data on race from the protests in
Europe (Wahlstrom et al. 2019), the report identified a higher number of female protesters than male
and some indication that they were from middle class or well-educated backgrounds with 73% with a
parent with at least one university degree (Wahlstrém et al. 2019). This pattern confirms earlier studies
of young people interested in environmental issues, which report similar high female and middle-
class representation (Chawla 2007; Kraus et al. 2012; Eom et al. 2018). For example, a survey of
members of Generation Zero, a youth-led environmental activist group in New Zealand, found a
largely homogenous membership made up of middle-class, European-origin young people with Green
Party political affiliations (Dodson & Papoutsaki 2017). The authors of this study conclude that a wider
adoption of pro-environmental attitudes, beliefs and engagement will remain rather limited unless it
can expand from this rather narrow and homogenous support base. In addition, while studies suggest
climate change holds more interest to higher socio-economic groups, questions are raised about
whether this apparent lack of interest may reflect deeper structural barriers - such as limited time
and resources - for lower SES people who therefore do not have the luxury (or sense of control over
external forces) to act on beliefs (Kraus et al. 2012).

Whilst information about structural forces, social groups, gender, race and class are invaluable, in
recent times, youth studies have frequently limited a focus on these variables (France et al. 2018). In
fact, some have gone so far as to say that ‘class is dead’ (Pakulski & Waters 1996) - a ‘zombie category’
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002) that holds little relevance to youth today, with some advocating for a
much greater focus on social generation (Woodman 2009). These debates highlight the importance of
gathering thorough and careful data about climate strike participants in ways that provide deeper
insights into the communities that young people represent and the extent to which they are shaped
by broad structural forces which characterise gender, class and race. This may reveal further the
limitations of narrow individualist characteristics in explaining why and how young people are involved
in environmental climate strikes.

Conclusion

In sum, some incredible opportunities are available for researchers to engage with the climate strikes
and the role young citizens played in these. However, building on Bowman'’s (2019) argument, | have
also identified some of the prevailing discourses of youth autonomy, individualism and weak notions
of community, social groups and structural forces that were present in the representation of young
participants in the climate strikes. Such approaches can lead to a distorted picture of young activists
and perpetuate harmful narratives which lead to despair and cynicism. These narrow frameworks
also give rise to limited notions of youth themselves and the ways they are understood as young
citizens. Paying attention to the research methodologies we choose, the critical frameworks we use
andthe unintended consequences of howwe report (such as those heightening feelings of helplessness
and despair (see Thomas et al. 2019 for more on this argument)), is one contribution we can make to
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provide more nuanced and accurate representation of youth and climate change justice. As
Christensen (2019, 85) states:

Future research in this area should focus on what methods of engagement are useful and productive
for channelling young people’s fears and anxieties into resilience and motivation about creating
new ways of thinking, operating, organizing and feeling in this time of climate transformation.
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