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Carbon Conversations 

Carbon Conversations is a community-based and community-led series of six facilitated meetings in 
which groups of 6-8 participants discuss the practical and emotional challenges of low-carbon living 
and design strategies to reduce their carbon footprints. Founded in Cambridge in 2006, Carbon 
Conversations groups have since spread across the UK, being run also in Oxford, Norwich, London 
and Scotland (including Edinburgh, Callendar, St. Andrews, Iona, Stirling, Argyll and the Highlands). 
In 2009 the Guardian Newspaper declared Carbon Conversations as one of the 20 ʻmost promisingʼ 
ideas for solving the climate crisis. This innovation history traces the development of Carbon 
Conversations from its earliest origins in Cambridge in 2005 (and before), through its replication in 
Norwich, to its current status (in December 2011) as one of the UKʼs best-known low-carbon 
ʻbehaviour changeʼ initiatives. 

Key Insights 
For the CISE project, Carbon Conversationsʼ innovation history is especially interesting because, 
through itʼs many twists and turns, it reveals a number of issues that appear to be important to how 
community energy projects may grow and diffuse. In particular:  

• It starts from a radical re-reading of the place of carbon dioxide in everyday life by 
recognising that addressing climate change is not a simple technical matter of measuring 
carbon more often, more accurately or of improving communications, but must involve a 
more thoroughgoing re-think of how carbon is fundamentally implicated in and supports 
everyday lives, practices and identities. ʻSellingʼ such a message is far from easy. 

• It highlights the importance of committed individuals to getting projects going and keeping 
them going. But whilst these individuals must be driven to achieve particular aims, they 
should also be extremely flexible and pragmatic in their approach, making the most of 
situations and opportunities as they arise. 

• It reveals that the knowledge and skills required to develop community energy projects 
arenʼt always (or even often) to do with ʻenergyʼ, but come from a range of different sources 
and experiences. The challenge is identifying which skills are most useful and when, and 
knowing how to access and nurture those skills, capabilities and resources. 

• It suggests that, in their earliest days at least, community energy projects can gain strength 
or even ʻprotectionʼ by being associated with local ʻfamiliesʼ of projects that share 
sustainability, if not always energy-based, goals.  

• It implies that some aspects of community energy projects may ʻdiffuseʼ more easily than 
others – e.g. relatively easy-to-codify technical knowledge vs. ʻsoftʼ people skills. 

• It illustrates the value of ʻlearning-by-doingʼ to constantly develop and improve materials 
and techniques. It also shows that this constant learning and change cannot stop in a 
dynamic cultural and policy context. Projects are never ʻfinishedʼ. 

• It shows that projects should not rely on particular individuals, but must consolidate early 
successes and institutionalise early to try and secure their longevity.  

• Finally, it demonstrates that replication is never straightforward and doesnʼt ʻjust happenʼ. 
Community energy projects need to be ʻmade to workʼ anew in each and every context. 
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The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy Research Project 

The combined pressures of climate change, peak oil and threats to energy security are increasingly 
seen as demanding a fundamental transition in the energy system. In this context, there has been a 
surge of interest and activity in small-scale, sustainable energy projects led by local communities. 
Examples include insulation clubs, energy awareness and behaviour change networks, and co-
operatively-owned small-scale renewable energy systems. Whilst these projects have experimented 
with a wide range of different sustainable energy solutions, previous research has highlighted the 
profound challenges community energy projects face in growing, diffusing or even simply surviving. In 
particular, there is a tendency to treat them as marginal and parallel to mainstream energy systems 
and, as such, little is known about how or why community energy projects do or do not spread or 
grow into wider society, nor about their potential influence on wider low-carbon transitions.  
 
The Community Innovation for Sustainable Energy (CISE) research project engages with this gap in 
knowledge by examining the processes under which community energy projects have spread and 
grown within the UK. We do this with a view to providing independent advice to policy-makers, 
community groups and energy businesses about the merits and processes for supporting community 
energy. To achieve these aims, the CISE project is undertaking a variety of research activities. These 
activities include working with 12 community energy projects in-depth to explore the key challenges 
being faced on-the-ground, the extent of networking and learning between projects, and whether this 
is assisting in the diffusion of community energy.  
 
Inspired by the Institutional Learning and Change Initiative and by Bath Universityʼs ʻLow Carbon 
Worksʼ project, the individual reports on each of the 12 projects are being presented as ʻinnovation 
historiesʼ. Unlike conventional case study reports, innovation histories aim to gather human stories of 
what happened during project development to provide a multi-voiced account of the innovation 
process. They encourage key individuals to reflect on their own actions and how they are linked with 
the actions of others, and therefore make it possible for external parties to learn from othersʼ real-life 
experiences. Rather than privileging the perspective of the researcher, innovation histories are 
presented in a narrative format that juxtaposes quotes from core participants, the researcherʼs own 
reflections on key developments, and wider theoretical insights relating to the innovation and diffusion 
of community energy. These are based on accounts gathered during in-depth interviews with project 
members and project meetings and information gained from published materials and the project 
website. Participant and project anonymity has been respected where requested. 

Participant 
quotes 

Researcher 
reflections 

!

Theoretical insights  
 

!

Participant 
reflections 
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Carbon Conversations: An Innovation History 

Origins and Antecedents 
The Carbon Conversations story begins with its founder, Cambridge-based psychotherapist 
Rosemary Randall, and a particular set of personal circumstances she faced in the mid-2000s. 
Having given up some of her professional practice to care for her elderly mother, and with her son 
having recently left home, Rosemary suggests that she began to look for a new project that would 
connect her psychotherapeutic practice with her environmental concerns. 

Previously, throughout the 1970s, Rosemary had “a long engagement with bits of the fringes of the 
environmental movement” through the editorial collective of the magazine ʻUndercurrentsʼ, through 
the Rainbow Housing Cooperative in Milton Keynes, and through her work at the Open University 
where she was producing learning materials for community groups and met her partner Andy Brown 
who was then studying for a PhD as part of the Alternative Technology group there. Against this 
backdrop, Rosemary was invited to the ʻTrajectories Conferenceʼ, which she also describes as a 
friendʼs 60th birthday party, held at the Centre for Alternative Technology in Machynlleth, Wales. 

Whilst at the Trajectories Conference, Rosemary presented a paper entitled ʻA new climate for 
societyʼ (later published in Psychotherapy and Politics International) in which she opened up 
questions about how climate change might impact upon psychotherapeutic practice. The audienceʼs 
response, however, led her to think more broadly, to expand her focus beyond solely psychotherapy 
professionals to a wider public audience. During the conference, Rosemary first encountered the 
Centre for Alternative Technologyʼs ʻCarbon Calculatorʼ. Consisting of 32 questions that help to 
quantify a personʼs carbon footprint across all areas of their lifestyle, Rosemary recognised that the 
Calculator could be used in at least two ways. On one hand, it could be approached as a simple 
technical tool to establish the carbon emissions related to individual lifestyles. On the other, it could 
be used as a means of encouraging people to reflect on how almost every aspect of their everyday 
life and their identity was thoroughly intertwined with carbon dioxide emissions and climate change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ʻSecond-orderʼ thinking and learning 

Radical changes to the way things are done often demand a fundamental re-
think of how problems are defined and what solutions are considered 
appropriate. Within theories of innovation this is often called ʻsecond order 
learningʼ. Where ʻfirst-orderʼ learning involves gradually getting better at 
addressing the same problem, ʻsecond-orderʼ learning involves re-defining 
the problem. Carbon Conversations demonstrates second-order learning 
from the outset as Rosemary recognised that the crucial task was not simply 
to improve the accuracy of carbon calculators or to get more and more 
people to fill them in, but rather to fundamentally change how their results 
were interpreted in relation to everyday life.!

“I think our discovery there was that we 
had a very powerful tool which if you 
used it purely technically you could 
rattle through these questions….But, 
you could also use it quite differently as 
a conversation which would engage 
people with a very difficult topic and 
about their deep personal connection to 
it.” (Rosemary Randall) 

I was struck by the energy 
and drive of particular 

individuals – especially 
Rosemary and Christine – 
and was left thinking that 

Carbon Conversations was 
just the latest expression of 

their much broader and long-
lasting sustainability values. 

 

!

“Community Energy Project is not a 
description I would have applied to 
Carbon Conversations. Although we 
hoped that participants would reduce 
their energy use our goals were more to 
do with engaging people with a more 
systemic process in which they could 
see how deeply and problematically we 
are all implicated in climate change.” 
(Rosemary Randall) 
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Based on this insight, Rosemary saw the Carbon Calculator as a ʻway inʼ. She and Andy began to try 
it out by interviewing individuals who were attending local events, such as her local annual street 
party. Based on these early experiences, they successfully secured a small grant from Cambridge 
City Council which allowed them to buy some basic equipment and set-up a website so they could 
develop and extend the project further. 

Early Development: Cambridge Carbon Footprint and the Akashi Project 
At this stage, these Carbon Calculator interviews were being conducted by Rosemary, her partner 
Andy and a small group of volunteers, as part of an organisation called Cambridge Carbon Footprint. 
Through appearances at a range of local events, the group began to develop a local profile such that, 
in late 2005, Rosemary received an email from Shilpa Shah, a recent graduate, who was concerned 
that despite much good work to address climate change, people from black and minority ethnic 
communities were marginalized and their voices were not heard in the debate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shilpaʼs email encouraged Rosemary and Cambridge Carbon Footprint to think more carefully about 
how climate change impacted on and was relevant to different cultures and communities in different 
ways. For example, Rosemary began to explore the work of Futerra – a sustainability 
communications consultancy – to think more carefully about engaging multiple audiences. Looking 

“I think we were still very information 
focussed and we werenʼt at that point 
really looking at the differences 
between the different groups of people 
that we wanted to talk to.” (Rosemary 
Randall) 

Chance encounters are 
important for project 

development, but whatʼs 
crucial is that the 

opportunities they provide 
are recognised and built 
upon. This demands real 
flexibility and pragmatism 
from project organisers. 

 
!

The 5 principles of Cambridge Carbon Footprint 
1. The importance of the personal. Climate change touches every 

aspect of our carbon-dependent lives: it is a personal as well as a 
political/environmental issue. We believe it is essential to 
understand the psychological barriers to change and use personal 
contact to engage and motivate people. 

2. The necessity of connection. We believe that relationship with 
others, a sense of common purpose and a common project are 
essential: only when people feel supported and connected to 
others can they act. 

3. The power of creativity. People are an innovative and problem-
solving species. When there is space for creativity, people take 
ownership of problems and develop solutions that work. 

4. The richness of diversity. We believe that our work is enriched 
by embracing the distinctive views of our diverse communities. 

5. The translation of the technical. We believe that the complex 
ideas surrounding climate change – about science, technology, 
culture and politics – must be communicated clearly, accessibly 
and in culturally appropriate ways. 

 

Written by Rosemary Randall, Andy Brown and Shilpa Shah 2006/7 

!



Carbon Conversations: An Innovation History 
 

! 6 

back, Rosemary describes receiving Shilpaʼs email as ʻa very important momentʼ as it made her and 
Cambridge Carbon Footprint begin to seek large amounts of funding to expand into different 
communities. Specifically, it led Cambridge Carbon Footprint to become more formalised as a 
Company Limited by Guarantee in order to meet the terms and conditions of the DEFRA Climate 
Challenge Fund grant scheme, and from which they won £40,000 in July 2006 to run the Akashi 
Project (Akashi means ʻSkyʼ and was also the name of Shilpaʼs niece). Shilpa was employed to lead 
the Akashi project from 2006 until mid-2008.  

In winning this grant, Rosemary emphasised how she had learnt from her previous experiences in the 
1970s of different forms of collective organisation and how long it could take to get things done. By 
contrast, she stresses that the urgency of climate change demands a ʻget on and do itʼ approach. 

This approach, and Rosemary and Andyʼs prior experiences with different forms of voluntary 
organisation, meant that becoming a company limited by guarantee was a very rapid process. Rather 
than becoming bogged down in ʻlegaleseʼ and spending a long time debating which was the best form 
of organisational structure, instead the process was completed for £80 in only 24 hours by an online 
legal service in Cardiff just three days before the deadline for the DEFRA grant application. Similarly, 
Rosemary stresses that completing the grant applications was, for her, relatively easy.  

This process was aided also by the fact that her son was, at that time, working in the fundraising 
department of the Centre for Alternative Technology and so had useful knowledge of the sorts of 
questions Government bodies might ask, and the sorts of responses they were looking for when 
assessing grant applications. Although she canʼt recall receiving any formal assistance from her son, 
Rosemary does suggest that the ʻbits of conversationʼ she shared with him gave her an 
understanding of grant application processes that helped Cambridge Carbon Footprint to win money. 
Indeed, in September 2007, Cambridge Carbon Footprint won core funding of roughly £18-20,000 per 
year from Cambridge City Councilʼs ʻSustainable Cityʼ fund to further develop the range of activities 
they had begun to offer (including the Carbon Calculator interviews). 

Networking and Outreach: Developing a group-based approach 
Having won the DEFRA grant, Shilpa, under the banner of the Akashi project which would culminate 
in the Akashi Festival in 2008, then began to network with a wide range of different faith and 
community groups across Cambridge, collecting stories of how climate change intersects with 
different audiences. At around the same time, Carbon Calculator interviews were still being conducted 
at many and various different events and with multiple different organisations and audiences across 
Cambridge.  

Through the experience developed in these early interviews, of which nearly 3000 were eventually 
completed, Rosemary began to recognise that addressing people as individuals and the fleeting 
nature of the contact in an interview situation was limited in the extent to which it could encourage 
significant and lasting lifestyle change.  

“These two grants came very easily to 
me. When you looked at the grant filling 
forms, I think it was just a question of 
deciphering what they expected you to 
say, and aligning what you wanted with 
what they had to say.” (Rosemary 
Randall) 
 

“What came out of the interviews was 
realising that actually you could…get 
people to the point where they would 
actually be really quite concerned…but 
you needed something to offer them 
that could help them go further. So that 
was where the idea of what we then 
called the ʻCarbon Challengeʼ groups 
came from.” (Rosemary Randall) 

Every now and then, 
external, mainstream actors 
emerge as critical in shaping 

project development. 
Funders in particular can set 

agendas and grassroots 
innovators must follow (in 

this case becoming a Limited 
Company) or risk failing. 

 

!

Whilst formal education and 
strategic networking are 

important, it is often the tacit 
skills developed through 

years of experience in other 
areas and the accumulation 

of informal contacts that 
were most influential in 

shaping Carbon 
Conversations.  

!

!

“I often felt I had to water down the real 
intention of pursuing systemic change 
and talk the language of CO2 reduction 
and behaviour change…One of the 
paradoxes is the urgency of the 
problem versus the slow work 
necessary to get people on board.” 
(Rosemary Randall) 
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Drawing on her professional expertise as a psychotherapist, Rosemary began to think about group-
based approaches. She began to consider how group interactions could be used to help people 
explore the issues being raised by the Carbon Calculator more fully, and could also, potentially, 
support them to make lifestyle changes. A number of influences were important to Rosemary here – 
the early work of Kurt Lewin, the use of groups in social work and therapy, the consciousness-raising 
groups of 60s/70s feminism and the development of participatory methods in education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the same time, Rosemary had a vision in the ʻback of her mindʼ that such a group-based approach 
should be supported by high-quality learning materials. Here, she aimed to produce materials of a 
similar quality and rigour to those she had produced whilst working for the Open University. 

Developmental testing 
Drawing again from Rosemaryʼs experience of preparing learning materials at the Open University, 
Carbon Challenge groups, as they were then called, were then put through a fairly extensive period of 
ʻdevelopmental testingʼ involving iterative trials, evaluation and improvement between 2007 and 2009 
which ultimately led to the publication of the Carbon Conversations handbook and games. At the 
beginning of this period, the materials being trialled were extremely basic ʻA4 sheets of stuffʼ from 
which the Cambridge Carbon Footprint team learnt a number of lessons about what worked well and 
what didnʼt which was then used to improve subsequent drafts of the materials. 

Alongside simply gathering evidence from the academic literature to help bust the many ʻUrban 
Mythsʼ about climate change that were being mentioned in the early groups, and collecting stories 
and pictures of how people engaged with climate change through the Akashi project, Rosemary also 
explored other, similar behaviour change initiatives such as the widely-known EcoTeams model run 
by the charity Global Action Plan (GAP). Here, whilst she felt there was much that was good about 
the EcoTeams approach, she also felt EcoTeams lacked the psychological and psychotherapeutic 

I was surprised by how 
important books appeared to 

be in shaping project 
development as it seems 
somehow ʻold-fashionedʼ. 

 

!

I was impressed by how 
Rosemary had turned her 
expertise in group-based 

therapy towards addressing 
climate change issues. This 
is quite a change of context, 

from 1940s writing about 
group processes to climate 
change and everyday life in 

Cambridge in the 2000s. 

!

“I accept that Carbon Conversations will 
always be referred to as a ʻbehaviour 
change initiativeʼ and indeed I have 
sometimes used that language myself, 
…However I dislike the term deeply, not 
just for the way behaviour change 
theories fail to theorise issues of power 
and social relations, but because the 
approach isolates and seeks to 
manipulate one aspect of human 
experience and fails to respect peopleʼs 
subjectivity and complexity (Rosemary 
Randall) 
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understanding she perceived as necessary to drive meaningful lifestyle changes. Rosemary also felt, 
after seeing GAPʼs materials and an initial phone call with them, that GAP might not be interested in 
her thoughts because at this early stage Cambridge Carbon Footprint was an unknown group and 
didnʼt have a great deal to offer to GAP in return.  

In addition to learning from the EcoTeams approach, during this period Shilpa and Rosemary 
attended climate change communications workshops run by Futerra who were involved with DEFRAʼs 
Climate Challenge Fund, and also invited George Marshall from the Climate Outreach and 
Information Network (COIN) to run a workshop in Cambridge. This national level, quite strategic 
networking helped to expand the profile already developed locally in Cambridge. 

This phase of developmental testing also revealed a number of challenges that participants faced 
whilst in the groups that also led to developments of the Carbon Conversations model. One of the 
most significant was the recognition that the profoundly personal issues, about lifestyle and identity 
and how they interconnect with everyday forms of consumption (e.g. homes, cars, cleanliness etc.), 
could lead to a very highly-charged atmosphere in some of the groups. This issue posed a significant 
challenge to Rosemaryʼs ideal that lots and lots of groups could run simultaneously, because it 
suggested that volunteer facilitators might be unable to deal with the difficult circumstances that might 
arise in the groups.  

At the same time, it became clear that it would be very difficult to find sufficient numbers of 
professional facilitators to run the groups. As a result, it was recognised that volunteer facilitators 
would need to receive training in group facilitation and ongoing mentoring to help them deal with 
difficult group dynamics.  

Another important lesson that was revealed during this phase of developmental testing was that there 
was simply too much information in the early materials for group participants to be able to digest and 
discuss in sufficient depth. This led Andy, with input from Rosemary, to develop and design a series 
of games about domestic energy use, travel and food which helped to communicate the information 
more effectively. 

Finally, during this period, the move away from interviews with individuals to a facilitated group-based 
approach led to a change of name from Carbon Challenge groups to Carbon Conversations. 

In combination, these developments led to the eventual publication of the Carbon Conversations 
handbook, games, and facilitator handbook in January 2009. 

 

 

 

 

“You were right into really personal 
decisions about the difficulties, so we 
thought we need something that allows 
people to talk about this without it 
exploding…It was perfectly clear to me 
that you couldnʼt use volunteer 
facilitators in situations where people 
were going to be getting so upset and 
uptight.” (Rosemary Randall) 
 

For me, this episode 
highlights that networking, 

whilst important, is not 
always straightforward or 
beneficial. The timing of 

networking and what is being 
exchanged appear to be 
critical to its success and 

usefulness. 

!

!“I always wanted to know what was 
going on elsewhere, where the new 
thinking was, how other people were 
approaching public engagement.” 
(Rosemary Randall) 
 

Whilst the handbook was 
widely praised in interviews, I 

wonder which aspects of 
learning and development 
were lost in the process of 

converting practical 
experience into words? 

!
!

Rosemary reflected: ʼI think we 
lost some of the atmosphere 

that comes from groups – 
when we tried to write this in 

some of it came out a bit 
cheesy. The quotes we had 

didnʼt always capture the deep 
personal commends people 

had made in the groups.ʼ 

!
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Success and Setbacks 
Alongside developing and testing the Carbon Conversations courses, throughout the period 2007-
2009, Cambridge Carbon Footprint had been gradually expanding the range of activities it delivered. 
This included running workplace groups to tackle climate change, holding the Akashi Festival in 
September 2007, offering a ʻHouse Doctorʼ service, and coordinating a ʻLow Carbon Networkʼ of 
climate-change related activities in Cambridge. This success and growth was enabled by the DEFRA 
funding and core funding from Cambridge City Council. Then, in early 2008, the DEFRA funding ran 
out.  

Attempts were made to secure further funding, for example through NESTAʼs Big Green Challenge 
which, with its focus on stimulating and supporting ʻcommunity-led responses to climate changeʼ 
seemed closely aligned with the core aims of Cambridge Carbon Footprint.  

In 2008-2009, in order to try and access further grant funding, Cambridge Carbon Footprint became a 
charity and also appointed a Fundraiser. The aim was to win sufficient funding by September 2009 to 
allow the appointment of a Director for Cambridge Carbon Footprint which, in turn, would have 
allowed Rosemary to step back and focus exclusively on Carbon Conversations. This aim was not 
realised. 

 

 

 

 

 

Experimentation and ʻlearning-by-doingʼ 

Strategic Niche Management theories highlight the importance of 
experimentation and ʻlearning-by-doingʼ in generating successful 
innovations, and this is clearly demonstrated during Carbon Conversationsʼ 
period of ʻdevelopmental testingʼ. At the same time, this demands resources 
and time as well as tremendous flexibility, persistence and energy on the 
part of project organisers, which many grassroots innovations, reliant on 
grant funding and volunteer labour, simply do not possess.!

Consolidation and Institutionalisation 

This part of the story highlights the importance, but also the difficulty, of 
consolidating early successes through various forms of institutionalisation. 
Whilst grant-funding was essential to Carbon Conversationsʼ early success, 
it is perhaps easier to win funding to develop exciting and novel initiatives 
than it is for the more boring but equally important work of consolidating and 
institutionalising proven and successful ones.!

“I think this is an absolutely classic 
voluntary organisation story, 
innovative new ideas, early success, 
rapid expansion, not enough 
consolidation. (Rosemary Randall) 
 

“We then started putting in for numbers 
of different bits of funding which we 
didnʼt get. And this was the first 
experience of not getting funding… 
The Big Green Challenge, it felt like it 
had been written for us and we didnʼt 
get it. So that was a big disappointment, 
and I was certainly also here beginning 
to get tired.” (Rosemary Randall) 
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Whilst Cambridge Carbon Footprint as an organisation began to experience difficulties around this 
time, by contrast, Carbon Conversations was going from strength to strength and winning 
considerable attention and interest. Having only been officially published in January 2009, by July 
2009 Carbon Conversations was featured in the Guardian newspaper as one of the 20 most 
promising solutions to climate change.  

National Expansion 
Based in part on this national profile, Carbon Conversations secured grant funding in late-2009 from 
both the Polden-Puckham Charitable Foundation and from the Network for Social Change to pay for a 
national level roll-out. The need for trained volunteer facilitators had been identified during the 
developmental testing phase, and by November 2009 this had resulted in the development of a formal 
training programme for Carbon Conversations facilitators. Specifically, this involved a half-day of 
training (later increased to 6 hours) if people have already taken a Carbon Conversations course, and 
a whole weekend of training if theyʼve not previously done a course. This training focuses not only on 
the course content and on how to use the handbook and the games and materials during the group 
sessions, but also places great emphasis on psychotherapeutic concerns with group dynamics and 
how to deal with potentially difficult situations. Throughout 2010, six facilitator-training sessions were 
run, resulting in Carbon Conversations courses being run in Norwich, London, Oxford and Scotland 
(including Edinburgh, Callendar, St. Andrews, Iona, Stirling, Argyll and the Highlands).  

Establishing Norwich Carbon Conversations 
In Norwich, Carbon Conversations has been developed alongside and in conjunction with Transition 
Norwich, itself part of the broader UK Transition Movement. Despite roughly 400 people attending 
Transition Norwichʼs official ʻUnleashingʼ in October 2008, several months later, Transition Norwichʼs 
core group (who coordinate activities) felt that several of the Working Groups had stopped meeting 
and needed ʻreinvigoratingʼ. As such, a second large meeting was held in Spring 2009, called 
ʻTransition Norwich 2.0ʼ.  

This meeting coincided with one of the core group members – Tully Wakeman – having recently read 
a book entitled ʻSocial Change 2.0ʼ by David Gershon (who pioneered the EcoTeams approach in the 
US in the early 1990s), which he himself had heard about during the UK Transition Movementʼs 
annual conference in 2009. In this book, Gershon discusses EcoTeams and describes many other 
team-based and neighbourhood-scale approaches as means of addressing social and environmental 
issues. Fired up by this book, as well as by a new-found desire to address climate change in addition 
to peak oil (which arose after hearing scientist David Wasdell speak at the National Transition 
Conference), Tully encouraged the rest of the core group that such a neighbourhood approach might 
be a good way to reinvigorate Transition Norwich.  

Despite having explored the EcoTeams model, as well as the Transition Movementʼs own ʻTransition 
Togetherʼ approach, the core group felt, at this stage, that none of these approaches were quite right 
and that they could create their own approach instead. Thus, at the Transition Norwich 2.0 meeting, 
attended by 70-80 people, three ʻTransition Circlesʼ were established: ʻTransition Circle Westʼ which 

“I think somehow with behaviour 
change…thereʼs a sense that surely we 
all know how this works.” (Tully 
Wakeman) 

Tully reflected that whilst 
ʻreinventing the same wheelʼ 
and ʻthe endless arrogance 
of youthʼ can be inefficient 

and frustrating, it is also vital 
in continually revitalising the 
environmental movement. 

 !

“We rapidly increased the ½ day to a 6 
hour training and the Scottish groups 
now ask their facilitators to do 2-day 
training if they have done a group and a 
3-day training if not...The increased 
length of training makes a real 
difference to the quality of the 
experience delivered. The dilemma has 
always been how to persuade 
volunteers to invest this amount of 
time.” (Rosemary Randall)  
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covered West Norwich, ʻTransition Circle Northʼ for North Norwich, and ʻThe Strangersʼ which covered 
all other areas.  

At around the same time (late 2008 to early 2009), Carbon Conversations was developing a national 
reputation and, as a result, Christine Way – another member of the Transition Norwich core group, 
heard about them through one of the various email networks and distribution lists she subscribed to. 
Christine was particularly attracted to the Carbon Conversations model because of her own 
background as a psychotherapist and because they offered a structured programme of change, unlike 
the Transition Circles approach which was designed to evolve more organically through discussion. 
Rather than seeing them as opposing models, Christine felt that Carbon Conversations might be a 
good way of starting off a Transition Circle. The Carbon Conversations approach would ensure that 
lots of different topics were covered quickly, as well as addressing the emotional challenges of 
lifestyle change, which would then pave the way for further discussion and development as part of a 
Transition Circle. 

Based on her personal interest in Carbon Conversations, and frustrated by the slow progress of the 
Transition Circles some of which stopped meeting soon after being formed, Christine signed herself 
up for one of the early facilitator training sessions run in Cambridge in November 2009. She 
undertook this separately from her role as part of the Transition Norwich core group, self-funding her 
training, which cost £170. This fee pays for the trainee facilitators to undertake a structured course in 
which they are fully trained to replicate the Carbon Conversations course in their own area. Further, 
paying to go on the course buys trainees access to the official Carbon Conversations materials, 
consisting of the handbook and games. The training presents Carbon Conversations as a complete 
package, ready to be replicated elsewhere. As part of this package, Cambridge Carbon Footprint 
typically require that two officially trained facilitators to run the course elsewhere. On this occasion, 
however, because Christine was one of the first people to take the course outside Cambridge, and 
because another Norwich-based facilitator was not easy to identify, Rosemary and Cambridge 
Carbon Footprint agreed that Tully could act as the second facilitator without having to undertake the 
official training because of the relevant experience heʼd developed working for East Anglia Food Link 
(with food being one of the core topics of Carbon Conversations).  

Crucially, Christine observes that the core skills required to run a Carbon Conversations course are 
people and group-facilitation skills, with technical knowledge being useful but not strictly necessary as 
itʼs all written down in the course handbook. In this respect, Christineʼs psychotherapeutic training, 
alongside Tullyʼs technical expertise was an ideal combination. 

Running the early courses 

Having trained as a facilitator, and with Tully allowed to co-facilitate, the initial Norwich Carbon 
Conversations courses were set up quickly and without any real difficulties. Although Norwich Carbon 
Conversations was officially separate from Transition Norwich at this point, Christine made use of the 
pre-existing Transition Norwich network to recruit participants, advertising in the Transition Norwich 
Bulletin, for example. This resulted in two groups being run in January 2010 and then another two in 
Spring-Summer 2010. These early groups were organised and run solely by Christine and Tully and 

“ʼSoft skillsʼ are one of the key 
dilemmas. For all the strength that self-
help groups have, some groups do 
need good facilitation. This is an 
experiential skill that canʼt be learned 
from books and which develops over 
time through repeated practice. 
(Rosemary Randall)  

ʻSoftʼ, people skills were 
seen as most important for 
Carbon Conversations, yet 
these are the sorts of skills 

that cannot be easily codified 
in the course handbook. To 
what extent does this hinder 

replication? 

 !

Rosemary reflected that the 
crucial ʻsoft skillsʼ in Carbon 
Conversations arenʼt only 

facilitation skills, but also the 
community development 
skills necessary to get 

beyond the ʻusual suspectsʼ.  
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involved a mixture of communities of practice such as a Conservation Group and an Allotment Group, 
as opposed to neighbourhood groups, and some local neighbourhood groups, around the Trafford 
Road area of Norwich and in Diss.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Training more facilitators 
Whilst easy to set up, these early groups typically involved people who were already involved in 
Transition Norwich, leaving a sense for both Tully and Christine that they were simply ʻpreaching to 
the convertedʼ. Nonetheless, the early success allowed Norwich Carbon Conversations to run two of 
its own Facilitator Training courses, in June 2010, made up of 17 people whoʼd been participants in 
the early groups. In turn, this increase in the number of facilitators led to a further five groups being 
run in Autumn 2010 and another two groups in early 2011. 

Joining the Transition Norwich family 

Until this point, Norwich Carbon Conversations had been officially separate from Transition Norwich, 
run solely through Christine. Shortly after the Transition Norwich 2.0 meeting, however, Transition 
Norwich had managed to secure a grant of £1000 from Norwich City Council to run the Transition 
Circles. With the Transition Circles not expanding as originally planned, however, some of this money 
was made available to Christine to pay back her expenses for her original facilitators training course, 
to help fund the Norwich-based facilitator training sessions, and to buy some equipment and Carbon 
Conversations materials. As a result of this financial arrangement, Norwich Carbon Conversations 
then officially became part of the Transition Norwich ʻfamily of activitiesʼ and payment for Carbon 
Conversations began to go through Transition Norwichʼs books, rather than directly through Christine.  
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Developing experience  

Reflecting on the experience of facilitating the Carbon Conversations courses, Tully Wakeman 
observed that, over time the courses become easier to deliver as the course content and materials 
become more familiar.  

Increasing familiarity with the materials also enabled some modification and innovation as more up-to-
date sources were drawn upon and personal experience brought to bear on the conversations being 
held. In Tullyʼs case, this was particularly true regarding the food session in the Carbon 
Conversations course where he drew on his long experience working for East Anglia Food Link to 
simplify what he perceived to be an excessively complex set of ideas for reducing food-related carbon 
emissions.  

Recognising that facilitators will go through these kinds of experiences, Cambridge Carbon Footprint 
offers various forms of ongoing support and mentoring to facilitators all over the UK. This includes a 
facilitatorsʼ discussion board on the Carbon Conversations website, occasional meetings or 
conferences at which facilitators can discuss their concerns, and Rosemary Randall herself being 
available by phone or undertaking occasional visits to offer advice. 

Despite this available support, however, and despite the courses becoming easier to deliver as 
experience is developed, Tully Wakeman also reflected that, over time, delivering essentially the 
same material over and again can become boring. There is a risk, therefore, that facilitators may only 

Families of local grassroots innovations 

In both Cambridge and Norwich, Carbon Conversations developed amid a 
wider but still very local ʻfamilyʼ of initiatives, which despite often pursuing 
very different activities, are united by sustainability as a common value. On 
one hand these local families offer a kind of ʻprotectionʼ through increased 
profile, mutual support and simple security in numbers. On the other hand, 
through such close association, all of the initiatives risk being labelled as an 
alternative, ʻgreenʼ niche and thus potentially make later ʻmainstreamingʼ 
more difficult.  

This raises the further point that these community-led initiatives are not 
bound to conventional sectoral boundaries, such as energy provision, or 
food, or even climate policy. Community groups see the connections and 
define their own, more holistic approach. So, although researchers or policy 
makers may call it ʻcommunity energyʼ, many of the groups see merely an 
aspect of broader vision for community empowerment and community 
sustainability. 

“In the first course you did, a lot of your 
attention is just with covering the 
materials, and understanding the 
materials and fitting to the timeline. 
Whereas…by the time we were in the 
second tranche we were much more 
confident because we knew the 
materials, we knew the timeline, it was 
effortless.” (Tully Wakeman) 
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wish to deliver a few courses before stopping – as was the case with Tully himself, who stopped 
facilitating courses in June 2010.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Growth slows 
Although Carbon Conversations is designed around a ʻcascadeʼ model whereby facilitators recruit for 
and run courses and then encourage their course participants to train as facilitators themselves, 
within Norwich the number of courses being run actually fell soon after the initial facilitator training 
courses, such that in Summer 2011 no courses were being run.  

In discussions with the organisers and with facilitators of courses in Norwich, two main reasons were 
offered for this drop off in numbers. 

First, that there was a need to extend the appeal of Carbon Conversations beyond ʻthe convertedʼ 
and particularly beyond the Transition Norwich network. In pursuing this need, Tully Wakeman had 
presented an ambitious plan to the Norwich Independent Committee on Climate Change that involved 
running Carbon Conversations courses with the staff of all major employers in Norwich, but this plan 
has not yet been taken up. At the same time as wishing to expand and attract more mainstream 
participants, however, concerns were also raised that this risked compromising some of the more 
challenging issues at the heart of the lifestyle changes Carbon Conversations debates. In short, 
presenting an ʻitʼs easy being greenʼ message to attract participants was seen as potentially unhelpful 
if genuinely low-carbon living demanded significant social and individual upheaval. 

The second main reason identified was that volunteer facilitators quickly become tired of running the 
courses and thus stop recruiting for more participants. Christine was particularly concerned that 
Norwich-based facilitators had paid to take the facilitator training course, but were then apparently 
only interested in running the Carbon Conversations course once before stopping altogether.  

 

How do ʻsoftʼ skills travel? 

Where the handbook enables the ʻtravelʼ of all the relevant technical 
information across different contexts, the provision of online discussion 
boards, support and mentoring for facilitators seeks to do the same to help 
diffuse the ʻsoftʼ, people skills, that Christine saw as most important in 
Carbon Conversations. By virtue of the fact that ʻsoftʼ skills are not easy to 
codify and write-down, however, such fora are very labour intensive, and 
demand regular participation if they are to systematically accumulate the 
lessons developed across different facilitatorsʼ experiences. This suggests 
that some elements of community energy projects may diffuse more easily 
than others. 
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This concern relates to the issue of whether or not facilitators should be paid or should be volunteers. 
Whilst some felt that facilitators should be paid in order to encourage them to run several courses 
which would also enable them to build experience and expertise over time. Those who felt facilitators 
should be paid also expressed concern that the whole Carbon Conversations course could be run in a 
more business-minded fashion. At present, participants are charged just £20 for which they received 
six facilitated sessions, a copy of the handbook and use of the games materials. Some organisers felt 
that charging more would encourage people to attend all sessions rather than skipping some, and by 
making money available to pay facilitators would increase the quality of facilitation on offer.  

By contrast, others felt that volunteer rather than professional facilitators increased the sincerity of the 
core messages, and that asking participants to pay more for the course would turn them into 
consumers and lessen their personal value-based commitment to learning about low-carbon living.  

Indeed, within this view, Esme - one of the trained facilitators - wondered whether or not the Carbon 
Conversations model places too much emphasis on the facilitators in the first place. Here, there was 
interest in exploring another new approach called ʻFootpathsʼ that had been developed by Transition 
Leicester and in which groups essentially facilitate themselves through a detailed workbook.  

Future Challenges 

The immediate challenge faced by Norwich Carbon Conversations is one of getting more groups 
running which, at heart, the organisers see as an issue of marketing and recruitment. Several 
suggestions were made as to how this might be achieved, including ʻtrying to avoid the word carbonʼ 
(Esme Holtom) which some might see as off-putting and ʻriding the wave of the economic downturnʼ 
(Tully Wakeman) which, at present, has the potential to resonate with more people. In either case, 
however, there is a recognition that such a marketing drive is not simply about putting flyers and 
posters in new locations, but about updating the message and developing new ways of engaging with 
a greater variety of groups.  

Mainstreaming and the dilemmas of translation 

The dilemma of how to become ʻmainstreamʼ without compromising core 
sustainability principles is a crucial issue for all community energy projects.  
Whilst all innovations must exhibit some ʻinterpretive flexibilityʼ to allow them 
to fit-in with and become appropriate to different contextual circumstances, 
community energy projectsʼ sustainability goals can limit their flexibility, as 
there may be some issues they cannot compromise on. In this respect, and 
almost by definition, community innovations for sustainable energy must 
always start out as to some extent ʻinappropriateʼ to the unsustainable 
contexts they seek to change. This seems highly likely to hinder their wider 
diffusion. “I think if you were paying facilitators 

you might get a better quality of 
facilitation, youʼd have people who had 
developed experience over time. 
Whereas at the moment, because itʼs 
unpaid, the model really is that youʼre 
expected to do two or three courses 
and then stop.” (Tully Wakeman) 

“One of the good things about it being 
voluntary, though, is that I think itʼs a bit 
more of a powerful message to people 
who come for the course because, you 
know, ʻIʼm giving up my time to do this 
because I think itʼs importantʼ.” (Esme 
Holtom) 
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Underlying this need to recruit more participants, however, is a larger concern with how Norwich 
Carbon Conversations should be managed and run.  Whilst eager for trained facilitators to begin self-
organising and taking Carbon Conversations out into more communities, Christine expressed concern 
that if she stopped organising things, Norwich Carbon Conversations as a whole might simply stop 
operating.  

The potential for a group of coordinators to be formed from the trained facilitators was suggested as 
one way forward, but by December 2011, how best to address these challenges remains an open 
question.  

Replication success factors 
The Norwich Carbon Conversations story serves to highlight the sorts of issues that arise when the 
Carbon Conversations model is exported from Cambridge to another location. It is, however, only one 
story, whereas the Carbon Conversations model has travelled to several different locations. 
Reflecting on the relative success of different groups who have exported the model, Rosemary 
Randall highlights access to funding as well as a genuine desire to get to grips with the psychological 
dimensions of Carbon Conversations as critical. She highlights Scotland as a particularly successful 
example. 

Rosemary herself remains in contact with most of the groups who have used the model and, following 
the first national meeting of facilitators in Autumn 2010, intends to organise further meetings to ensure 
experiences are shared, support and mentoring is offered to facilitators and organisers, and to keep 
the Carbon Conversations approach running and continually improving.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Move to COIN, time for renewal? 
Despite this national level replication and success, the various difficulties faced by Cambridge Carbon 
Footprint have not disappeared. Rosemary herself has stepped back from her general management 
position within Cambridge Carbon Footprint to concentrate more directly on Carbon Conversations 
and to allow the Trustees to take on more management responsibilities. The upshot of these changes 

Replication and Re-invention 

Through the handbook, Rosemaryʼs personal support, annual facilitators 
conferences, and mentoring schemes, Carbon Conversations puts a lot of 
effort into easing the process of replication. Nonetheless, local 
circumstances, particularly whether or not funding is available, and the 
approach, understanding and experience of local organisers/facilitators are 
critical to the success of Carbon Conversations in new settings. In this 
respect, replication is never simple and doesnʼt ʻjust happenʼ. Instead, 
community energy projects must always be ʻmade to workʼ in new contexts, 
each time demanding a degree of tinkering and local re-invention. 

“Scotland have been amazing, the 
people up there who had Scottish 
Climate Challenge Fund money, and 
thatʼs the big driver I think behind their 
success…so theyʼve got paid staff to 
support the volunteers, theyʼve had 
money to send people on training, 
theyʼve had funds to buy the materials, 
and so theyʼve been able to actually get 
it to work very easily. (Rosemary 
Randall) 

“My memory of working with the Open 
University is that there was always a 
programme for updating and renewing 
course material, either in the form of a 
ʻrolling remakeʼ or in acknowledging 
that a course had reached the end of its 
shelf like and needed to be re-written. 
Carbon Conversations is probably 
overdue some big changes and might 
even be at the ʻscrap that, do 
something differentʼ stage. (Rosemary 
Randall) 

Key individuals were critical 
in Cambridge and Norwich, 

but these developments 
highlight the need to quickly 

institutionalise beyond 
individuals if community 

energy projects are to last. 
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is that the Trustees decided it was too difficult to oversee the national level Carbon Conversations 
project in addition to their various Cambridge-based activities. Accordingly, Rosemary was asked to 
find Carbon Conversations a new home and, in July 2011 responsibility for Carbon Conversations 
transferred to the Climate Outreach and Information Network (COIN) as both Rosemary and Andy left 
Cambridge Carbon Footprint completely. 

With this move to COIN, Rosemary Randall herself has also begun to question how Carbon 
Conversations is positioned and suggests it is now time for renewal.  

The need for renewal is all the more important, Rosemary suggests, because of the significant 
political, social and cultural changes that have been witnessed since the Carbon Conversations story 
began in 2005-6. In particular, she suggests that climate change has moved from being a very 
peripheral issue to a much more prominent public concern during this period, and that this process is 
both good and bad. Good, because more people are aware of and concerned about the issue, but 
bad because it has led to a technocratic government response that does little to encourage public 
engagement with the issue.  

Furthermore, finally and critically, Rosemary sees a significant challenge lying in the change of 
emphasis in Government policy away from grant-funding and towards a social enterprise model for 
the community and environmental sector. Such a shift, she suggests, will demand that COIN explore 
new ways of running the Carbon Conversations project, such as through workplace groups that make 
it financially sustainable. This will demand a fundamental re-think of how Carbon Conversations 
operates. 
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Mainstream connections 

In Strategic Niche Management theory, radical innovations are seen as 
somehow separate from mainstream markets, policies and cultural trends, 
being ʻprotectedʼ from them by various means. The Carbon Conversations 
story shows, however, that community energy projects are intrinsically 
connected to this mainstream ʻregimeʼ, existing in an almost dialectical 
relationship to it. Just as community energy projects are defined against the 
unsustainable system they seek to influence and transform, as a result, 
when this system changes - as has occurred with climate change since 
2005 and with the Coalition Governmentʼs removal of grant funding since 
2010 – so community energy projects are forced to adapt quickly or risk 
becoming irrelevant. 

Carbon Conversations might 
be well equipped for a  

ʻfundamental re-thinkʼ. Through 
its commitment to 

experimentation, it has 
constantly learnt from and 

given rise to a number of other, 
similar ʻmodelsʼ  (e.g 

EcoTeams, Transition Circles, 
Footpaths). These may help it 

adapt to new contexts. 
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