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Dynamics of difficult conversations about 
climate change 

Difficult conversations are often driven by: 
• Disavowal – reflected in dominant social norms of 

what is an acceptable topic for conversation 
• Information deficit model, used by campaigners 
• Tangle of family/relationship conflicts that get 

drawn in to many conversations 



Levels in a conversation 

Content – the subject matter 
Mood and emotion – how people feel are feeling, 
moment to moment 
Agenda – what people hope to get out of the 
conversation 
Perception – how people see each other, their 
assumptions about each other 
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as it went on? 

Agenda 
What were you trying to do? 
What was the other person trying to 
do? 
Were your agendas compatible? 
Did they shift during the conversation? 

Perception 
How did you perceive the other person? 
What did you imagine they were thinking of you? 
How do you think the other person perceived you?  
What do you think they imagined you were thinking 
of them?  
Did anyone’s perceptions change during the course 
of the conversation? 
  



Tools to help 

Concentrate on the process, not the content 
 
• Develop empathy 
• Understand ambivalence 
• Roll with resistance 
• Promote self-efficacy 
• Pick your time and place 

 



Concentrate on the process 

Developing empathy 
• appreciating someone else’s dilemmas 
• imagining what it is like to be someone else 
• listening and respecting their point of view 
• showing warmth & understanding 
• avoiding blame, criticism and judgment 
 
 
 
 



Concentrate on the process 

Ambivalence and resistance 
 
• I’d love to but.../It’s all so complicated/I agree it’s 

important but.../It’s probably too late/I’ve got other 
things to worry about/Advice keeps changing/There’s 
nothing we can do... 
 

• Follow the feeling and respond directly to that 
 



Concentrate on the process 
 

Promote self-efficacy 
 
• Check your impatience/rage/contempt 
• Believe in other people’s good intentions 
• Nurture other people’s potential 
• Credit people with what they achieve 
 



Concentrate on the process 
 

Pick your time and place 
Difficult conversations are often part of other dynamics 
and seem to ‘just happen’ 
• Know when to retreat 
• Choose when to stand your ground 
• Assert your right to differ 
 



 

Summary 
 
Developing empathy appreciating someone else’s dilemmas;  imagining what 
it is like to be someone else; listening and respecting their point of view; 
showing warmth & understanding; avoiding blame, criticism and judgment 
Ambivalence and resistance I’d love to but.../It’s all so complicated/I agree 
it’s important but.../It’s probably too late/I’ve got other things to worry 
about/Advice keeps changing/There’s nothing we can do... 
Follow the feeling and respond directly to that. Roll with the resistance. 
Promote self-efficacy Check your impatience /rage/contempt; Believe in 
other people’s good intentions; Nurture other people’s potential; Credit 
people with what they achieve 
Pick your time and place Know when to retreat; Choose when to stand your 
ground; Assert your right to differ 



More information 
 

This workshop was based on Chapter Six ‘Talking with 
friends, family and colleagues’ of In Time for Tomorrow? 
The Carbon Conversations Handbook’ by Rosemary 
Randall and Andy Brown which is downloadable at: 

www.carbonconversations.co.uk 
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