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No Tumble
Drier
The washing machine beeps, the clothes go straight into the tumble drier, and an hour later they come out warm — along with a bill for one of the hungriest appliances in the house. In 2003, sociologist Elizabeth Shove of Lancaster University showed in Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience that habits like this aren't fixed needs but social conventions that have quietly escalated. Sun, wind and a clothes airer did the job for generations, and still can. This workbook asks you to look at how your household washes and dries, and to commit to the next three things you will change.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands alone. You need nothing else to use it except a week of your own laundry and somewhere you could hang it.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one regular load that usually goes in the tumble drier. It might be towels, bedding, work clothes, sports kit or the children's school uniform. Choose an everyday load rather than an emergency. If you don't own a drier, choose a load you dry on radiators or at a launderette. You'll carry that one load through the exercise.



Write your first thoughts here, so you can come back to them later
	

	

	

	

	

	



This worksheet is part of the Climate Challenge series of action workbooks.
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No Tumble Drier  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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The idea at the heart of this workbook comes from Elizabeth Shove, Professor of Sociology at Lancaster University, in her 2003 book Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience: The Social Organization of Normality. She showed how ordinary routines such as laundry and showering have changed over time, driven by new technology and shifting ideas of what counts as clean and normal, and how those routines lock in more energy use.
Underneath it sits a slightly uncomfortable claim. Most of us don't tumble dry because we've weighed up the options; we do it because it's become normal. What feels like a need is often a habit we've never questioned, and habits can change.
Normal is made, not given. Shove's research shows that standards of cleanliness and convenience rise as new appliances arrive. Clothes once worn several times are now washed after one wear, and drying has moved from the line to the machine. Seeing that “normal” has changed before is the first step to changing it again.
A drier is a heater. A tumble drier uses a lot of electricity to heat air and turn the water in your clothes into vapour. It is one of the most energy-hungry appliances in many homes, so running it several times a week adds up quickly on both your bill and your footprint.
Sun and wind are free. Hanging washing outside uses no energy at all. Wind does as much as sunshine, so even on cool, dry, breezy days in winter, washing on a line can dry well. Sunlight also freshens fabric and helps lift some stains.
Dry indoors, but do it right. Drying clothes indoors puts a lot of water into the air, which can lead to condensation and mould if it has nowhere to go. Spin at the highest speed the care label allows, use an airer in a well-ventilated room with a window ajar, and keep the door closed to the rest of the house. A dehumidifier dries clothes using far less electricity than a tumble drier.
Lint is your clothes leaving. The fluff in a drier's filter is fibre worn from your clothes. Tumble drying can shrink, fade and weaken fabric, so clothes dried on a line or airer often last longer and keep their shape. Longer-lasting clothes mean fewer new ones, and that saves far more than energy.
Wash less, dry less. The easiest load to dry is the one you didn't wash. Wear clothes again unless they're actually dirty, air them between wears, spot-clean small marks, and wait for a full load. Washing at 30°C is enough for most everyday laundry.
The practical use of Shove's idea is to treat your laundry routine as a habit you can redesign. Wash only what needs washing, and in full loads. Dry outdoors whenever the weather allows, and indoors with good ventilation the rest of the time. Keep the tumble drier for genuine emergencies, or, when it needs replacing, consider whether you need one at all; if you do, a heat-pump drier uses much less energy than older models.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the load you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below over the coming week. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Describe your laundry week. How many loads does your household wash in a week, and how many go in the tumble drier? Who does the laundry, and why is the drier used? Score how much your household depends on the drier, from 1 (hardly at all) to 10 (we couldn't manage without it).
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Count the cost. Find your drier's energy label or manual, or read your electricity meter before and after one drying cycle. How many kWh does one cycle use? Multiply by your cycles per week, by 52 and by your unit rate. What does tumble drying cost your household in a year?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Question the wash. Look at your chosen load before it goes in. Which items really needed washing, and which could have been worn again, aired or spot-cleaned? How many loads a week could your household save?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Find your drying space. Where could you dry this load without the drier: a washing line, a rotary airer, a clothes horse by an open window, a spare room or a sheltered porch? What would you need to buy, borrow or move to make it work?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Try a drier-free week. For one week, dry your chosen load without the tumble drier. Each time, note where you dried it, how long it took, and how it looked, felt and smelled. What problems came up, and how did you solve them?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make your plan. Write three actions: one you will do this week, one change to your household's routine this month, and one bigger decision, such as putting up a line, buying an airer or dehumidifier, or not replacing the drier. Name who else needs to agree, and when you'll start.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



How certain are you that your plan will stick?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
	[image: ]



	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Hanging washing out takes more time than tumble drying. In your household, whose time would that be, and is that fair?
1. Some leases, estates and blocks of flats ban washing lines or drying on balconies. Should people have a right to dry their washing outside?
1. In a small, damp flat with no outdoor space, drying indoors can cause mould. Is it fair to ask everyone to give up the tumble drier? Who should help those who can't?
1. Elizabeth Shove argues that our ideas of “clean” keep rising. Are today's standards of cleanliness worth what they cost, or have they gone too far?
1. Adverts sell laundry products on the promise of “freshness”. How much do they shape what we think clean should look, feel and smell like?
1. Is a more efficient heat-pump drier a good compromise, or does it make it easier to avoid questioning the habit at all?
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Part three  ·  Questions for discussion
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've done the counting and the thinking on your own. What's missing now is someone who sees your laundry routine differently — and who might share a washing line, an airer or the job of hanging it all out.

	Share your week online
Join an online climate action community and post your drier-free week and your three-step plan. Others will have found the best airers, the best spots for drying indoors and the tricks that stop towels going stiff. Saying your plan out loud is one of the simplest ways to make sure you follow through.
	
	Find people near you
Talk to your household about sharing the job of hanging washing out. Ask neighbours about a shared washing line, or your landlord or residents' association about drying space. A repair café or local swap group may help you find a second-hand airer.



	Find your next challenge



This workbook is general guidance. Keep indoor drying areas well ventilated to prevent damp and mould, and follow care labels.
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