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Abstract:  

Despite successful examples of multilevel government leadership on climate change policy, many local 

officials still face a variety of barriers, including low public support, low resources, and political division. 

But perhaps most significant is lack of public discussion about climate change. We propose deliberative 

framing as a strategy to open the silence, bridge political division, identify common and divergent 

interests and values, and thereby devise collective responses to climate change. 

 

1. Introduction 

Climate change action is one of the 17 United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

agreed by 193 countries.1 Action on this goal includes integration of climate change measures into 

national policies and planning, improving resilience and adaptive capacity to climate impacts, protection 

of vulnerable groups and communities, and multiple other targets. Despite overwhelming acceptance of 

SDGs, the success of global and national climate policies continues to be uncertain, with lower-levels of 

government leading mitigation and adaptation efforts (Bulkeley 2010; Rabe 2008; Yi, Krause, and Feiock 

2017). Many large cities around the world have set carbon reduction targets and participate in networks 

to share information and resources (Rosenzweig et al. 2010). Despite successful examples and 

motivating factors, however, local officials still face a variety of barriers. By local, we mean policy 

responses that take shape at the level of local administrative units (LAU), although our primary focus lies 

with small towns and medium size cities rather than large urban centers. Many small to medium size 

cities are not taking action on climate change because there is often less public support, less resources, 

competing priorities, and thus fewer opportunities for policy development (Bulkeley and Betsill 2013; 

Wood, Hultquist, and Romsdahl 2014). But perhaps the most significant barrier for LAU is a lack of public 

                                                        
1 See the United Nations Division for Sustainable Development webpage: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org 



2 
 

discussion about climate change (Marshall 2015; Rickards, Wiseman, and Kashima 2014). For example, 

although many Americans (71%) believe global warming is already happening, 62% rarely/never discuss 

the topic with family or friends (Leiserowitz et al. 2017). Additionally, in similar nations (Australia, 

United Kingdom, Canada) whose economies have high dependence on fossil-energy industries, the topic 

is so politically polarized that to speak in favor of climate policies can put bureaucrats at risk of losing 

their job or elected officials of losing the next election and can ostracize individuals from their 

affiliations among friends and family (McCright et al. 2016; Tranter 2013). 

The polarizing effect of the term ‘climate change’ stems not only from the complexity of climate 

science, but perhaps more so from differences in values and worldviews, which cannot be bridged by 

more science, information, or education (McCright et al. 2016). Human skills for reasoning are 

developed more to meet our social needs, rather than individual abilities to understand a problem, such 

as climate change; we use reason to persuade group members to see our point of view or to justify 

actions we have taken (Mercier and Sperber 2017). To counter the lack of climate discussion and to 

address polarized politics, we suggest deliberative framing at a local level. In part, this means 

encouraging community leaders to initiate discussions about climate change, beginning with a simple 

question: what do changes in weather mean to you and your community? We see a need to integrate 

deliberative democracy, framing, and local policymaking to better understand and manage climate 

change. Deliberative framing emphasizes the importance of advancing and learning from multiple 

perspectives and empathizing with others’ values. The objective is to assist communities in examining 

and weighing trade-offs among various responses in order to advance policy frames that meet local 

needs while also accounting for global ways of knowing and representing the environment. Deliberative 

framing provides an avenue for LAU to identify common and divergent interests and values and to 

devise collective responses to climate change accordingly. 

 

2. Deliberative Framing 

The practice of public deliberation is everywhere, examples include: public participation, 

deliberative mini-publics, science cafes, climate conversations, and organizations like The National 

Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation (Dietz and Stern 2008). Although definitions of deliberative 

democracy vary, there is some agreement on core principles: a process of public discussion that is 

understandable to interested stakeholders, that produces an accountable decision, and that encourages 

ongoing dialogue on the issues involved (Curato et al. 2017; Dietz and Stern 2008; Gutmann and 
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Thompson 1996; Stevenson and Dryzek 2012). Questions and critiques are raised about legitimacy and 

effectiveness of process: who should be involved; what does success look like and how do we measure it 

(Beierle and Cayford 2002; Birnbaum, Bodin, and Sandström 2015; Dietz and Stern 2008; Fischer 2006; 

Fung and Wright 2003; Hendriks 2012)? Proponents claim that deliberation can play a useful role in 

situations of value conflict because through discussion, people can identify both common and divergent 

interests and in doing so propose multiple courses of action which increases the likelihood for stable, 

long-term decision-making. Experiments in various fields have shown that deliberative forums can 

influence policy decisions, although impacts vary and may be indirect (Barrett, Vera Schattan, and 

Wyman 2012; Pogrebinschi and Samuels 2014). Studies show that deliberative experiments have 

produced valued outcomes for participants and environmental management issues (Dietz, Ostrom, and 

Stern 2003; Berkes 2007; Beierle and Cayford 2002; Fung and Wright 2003).  

Critics of formal public deliberation highlight a variety of drawbacks including questions about 

power and influence. One key concern lies with the bias of public deliberation towards the interests and 

practices of certain social groups (Sanders 1997; Young 1997). For instance, Sanders (1997) criticizes 

deliberative democratic theory for inherent bias against people who are traditionally under-represented 

and excluded from dialogue and decision-making processes, namely women and racial minorities. Young 

(1997) argues that social differences must be recognized and included if discussions and decision-making 

are to be just. Lupia and Norton (2017) echo these criticisms when they state that “deliberation is 

another way of allocating power” (p.74) because the rules and norms that aim to ensure equality in 

deliberative forums simply benefit those who already have access and influence. A proposed mechanism 

in response is to ensure a diversity of participants and multiple forms of reasoning so that varied 

interests and values are present. Young (1997) argues that social differences can be beneficial in 

deliberation because the democratic process is “a form of practical reason for conflict resolution and 

collective problem solving” (p. 400). Building on these points, Mansbridge (2015) describes how second-

generation deliberative scholars recognize broader forms of communication including emotion and 

passion.  

There are also methodological and logistical questions about how to scale-up from small 

experiments, mini-publics, and deliberative polling examples, which involve capacity building for public 

administrators and citizens, available resources, and time commitments (Curato et al. 2017). Additional 

challenges may be more political, for example, Fischer (2017) discusses the increasing pressure for 

action on climate change mitigation as experts continue to emphasize the limited time-frame left before 
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serious, damaging impacts threaten the survival of human society. He argues that technocracy will 

become an increasingly attractive governance strategy that science and technology experts will 

advocate in policy-making. Fischer (2017) examines the success, to date, of deliberative forms of 

governance, including deliberative budgeting, community forest management, the Transition Town 

movement, and the Global Ecovillage Network; he finds many examples of successful implementation of 

deliberative practices and concludes that “eco-localism” types of governance will continue to grow, out 

of necessity in some places, and out of choice in other places. He also argues that these local 

deliberative governance efforts should be nurtured for their capacity to preserve democratic practices 

during a potentially painful transition time as the world addresses climate change realities. 

Foregrounding framing in deliberative settings provides an avenue to address unequal power 

relations. Framing refers to the ways in which problems are defined, causes diagnosed, judgments made 

and remedies suggested (Entman 1993). Communication inherently and inescapably involves framing by 

calling attention to some aspects of issues and not others. As cognitive psychologists have long 

recognized, when presented with uncertain issues, a person’s preferences, opinions and judgments are 

not stable but are deeply influenced by the ways in which information is framed (Tversky and Kahneman 

1986). Frames are simultaneously individual, in terms of the “mental maps” that inform how people see 

the world (Guber and Bosso 2012), and collective, in terms of the relatively structured ways in which 

social and environmental issues are presented for collective-decision making purposes (Dryzek and Lo 

2015). As such, frames are central sites of political power because they play a powerful role in shaping 

the ways in which people think about and act on policy issues. 

Framing to persuade is a common strategy of politicians and environmental communicators that 

involves presenting messages in a strategic fashion to get people to respond in a pre-determined way 

(Lakoff 2010). When issues are framed for persuasion, the arguments and courses of action are 

established in advance and the focus is largely instrumental. By contrast, framing to deliberate seeks to 

outline and clarify different ways of representing a policy issue so that people can understand the 

differences among them and potentially come up with innovative solutions that they would not have 

otherwise imagined (Friedman 2007; Calvert and Warren 2014). Deliberative framing is a central 

strategy of organizations such as National Issues Forum and Public Dialogue Consortium which provide 

documents outlining dominant and alternative policy issues to facilitate an expansive discussion about 

viable options (Friedman 2007; Kadlec and Friedman 2007). Deliberative framing also helps people 

become aware of their own assumptions and positions, enabling the possibility of deeper reflection and 

social learning (Pallett and Chilvers 2013). 
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Although multiple and conflicting frames are present in any policy discussion, dominant frames 

typically emerge from political, economic, or scientific elites who have the power and authority to 

define policy issues in line with their own interests and experiences. Political theorists refer to this as 

framing effects (Calvert and Warren 2014). If dominant frames appear natural and inevitable rather than 

contingent and contestable, they can impose significant limitations on deliberation by prematurely 

closing-down discussion of alternative options. Ideas that challenge the interests of dominant 

institutions and stakeholders can also be “framed out” of discussion in subtle and at times forceful ways.  

 
3. Climate change: From facts to frames 

Climate change is a complex policy issue that can be framed in numerous ways (Boykoff 2007; 

Guber and Bosso 2012; Hulme 2009; Malone 2009). Climate change has been variously approached as a 

problem of energy, water, agriculture and food, public health, justice, colonization, patriarchy, and 

capitalism, each with a different way of viewing and responding to the issue. The policy frame most 

commonly encountered in the media and government policy assumes that economic growth is essential 

for human welfare and that people can control nature through science and technology (Blue 2016). 

Privileging the knowledge of scientists, engineers, and economists, this frame emphasizes incremental 

reforms such as market or technological-based solutions. Another common frame represents climate 

change as an energy-emissions problem that requires mitigation in the form of a new energy system 

(Guber and Bosso 2012). An increasing number of activists and academics argue for the need to consider 

alternative approaches including those that foreground radical rather than incremental changes to 

existing economic, political, and cultural systems (Dawson 2010; Klein 2014).  

Evidence suggests that formal public deliberation with climate change tends to favor dominant 

policy frames and, as such, normalizes extant power structures, institutional assumptions, and social 

practices (Blue 2016; Pallett and Chilvers 2013; Phillips 2012). This effectively limits democratic 

engagement by offering a small range of options to participants from the outset. As such, a key 

challenge for deliberative engagement lies with ensuring that dominant policy frames – particularly 

those authorized by scientific, economic, and political elites – do not crowd out other ways of 

understanding and responding to climate change. For example, studies show that reframing climate 

change in different terms, such as public health, elicits positive responses and may provide support for 

addressing climate policy actions (Myers et al. 2012; Dryzek and Lo 2015). Deliberative framing can be 

useful as a way to foster transformation rather than adaptation to existing systems by providing the 

process and space to assist people in becoming “critically aware of one’s own assumptions (and those of 
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others), the capacity for critical reflection and open-mindedness, and the capacity to take in multiple 

perspectives and viewpoints, including those that challenge prevailing norms and interests” (O’Brien 

2012 p. 673). 

 

4. Employing deliberative framing of climate change at the local level 

Although scholars have been examining local climate policies and responses for some time, 

most of the attention is directed toward large urban centers, neglecting the diverse range of smaller 

LAU (Wood, Hultquist, and Romsdahl 2014; Hoppe, van der Vegt, and Stegmaier 2016). Local responses 

to climate change take multiple forms of mitigation and adaptation strategies targeting reduction of 

climate change impacts and building community resilience. These strategies are shaped by numerous 

forces and agents including multilevel and transnational networks and policies (Bulkeley 2010). First, 

LAU face different policy constraints and opportunities than regions and nation-states in which they are 

located. Differences among and within LAU call for attention to particularity in terms of economic 

resources, cultural diversity, political organization, and per capita emissions. Adding to uncertainties, the 

impacts of climate change are highly complex and heterogeneous, calling for ground-up approaches that 

allow self-organization, and polycentric governing (Ostrom 2009). Given this diversity across and within 

LAU, different approaches to climate change may need to be deployed depending on the context at 

hand, as global or national frames of climate policy cannot necessarily be ‘downloaded’ onto local 

contexts with successful results. Building on these efforts through deliberative framing would allow 

interested stakeholders to discuss their values, concerns, and understandings of the issue with a goal of 

developing policies for local climate change management. Local leaders could guide discussions so 

people understand how frames resonate within local contexts; shifting the well-worn truism ‘think 

globally, act locally’ to ‘think locally to act globally.’ 

Rydin and Pennington (2000) argue that “environmental governance requires decision-making 

to be rooted in local arenas, without recourse to higher-tier authorities. If local interests can lobby 

national governments, for financial aid or subsidies, rather than find their own environmental solutions, 

then there will be little incentive to develop co-operative social relationships at the local scale” (p. 166). 

Studies have shown a variety of factors increase the likelihood that people will engage in political 

processes, including education level, occupation, social status, available time and resources, social 

capital, and living in a smaller community (Dietz and Stern 2008; Verba and Nie 1972; Hays and Kogl 

2007). Since the 2008 global recession, LAU have recognized that austerity measures mean they cannot 
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wait for national action or funding on a variety of issues, including climate change (Abels 2014; Mees 

2016; Moloney and Fünfgeld 2015; Romsdahl et al. 2017). In response, LAU have developed regional 

services, collaborations, and strategic plans focused on sustainability (economic and environmental) and 

they are using deliberative engagement to build public support for these changes (Mees 2016). Across 

the United Kingdom, LAU strategically reframe climate change as sustainability, flood management, and 

energy savings (Romsdahl et al. 2017). Sustainability and resilience frames are perceived by 

policymakers as more positive discourse than terminology about climate change impacts and 

vulnerability; additionally, the lack of firm definitions for such terms is seen as a benefit in the local 

political arena because it allows diverse ideas to be discussed when addressing complex socio-ecological 

problems and relationships (Head 2014). In the USA, the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, organized 

by ten northeast states in 2008, reframed the climate change issue in terms of public benefits. Raymond 

(2016) examines how advocates “emphasized the public ownership of the atmospheric commons and 

private corporations' responsibility to pay for their use of it” and argues that this kind of "normative 

reframing" is significant in the environmental policy process, by helping to explain and predict sudden 

changes. 

Despite climate change denialism in the USA, there is evidence of broad support for government 

to take action. A recent survey shows 66% of Americans believe the US should reduce its greenhouse gas 

emissions (GHG), regardless of what other countries do (Leiserowitz et al. 2016). In order to develop 

climate policies, we need to build on this type of support. To do so, we need to discuss how climate 

change will affect people in their lifetime, where they live, and relative to the issues they are concerned 

about. For example, many Americans say global warming is an agricultural (66%), health (62%), severe 

weather (65%), or economic (60%) issue (Leiserowitz et al. 2017). These broad topics have different 

meanings to different people across different localities, but they are examples where deliberation could 

help identify specific policy frames and highlight how climate change may have direct or indirect impacts 

on issues that people are most concerned about. Many LAU officials who do talk about climate change 

are already strategically using other issue frames (Rasmussen, Kirchhoff, and Lemos 2017; Blue and Dale 

2016; Romsdahl et al. 2017).  

Experiments in deliberation provide insights on how participation can change peoples’ minds 

and influence policy outcomes. A notable example comes from Australia, where a four-day public event 

was organized to examine impacts of deliberation on climate adaptation discourses (Hobson and 

Niemeyer 2011). Participants were selected through an interview process which aimed to develop a 
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nationally representative sample population; due to recruitment challenges, women and people 

younger than age 30 were slightly under-represented, while people with higher education degrees were 

slightly over-represented. Participants included people who held a range of opinions and beliefs about 

climate change from “self-assured skepticism” to “alarmed defeatism”. Although framing was not a 

specific objective, discussions about framing emerged. For example, participants discussed the need to 

develop local leaders to increase grass-roots actions but emphasized that fear and negative framings of 

climate change should not be used for motivation. The study concludes that deliberation does change 

participants’ positions. Through the deliberations, they moved closer together in their discourse; 

afterward, there was less skepticism, more desire for action, and more willingness to act.  

Significant progress has also been made in the application of deliberative principles towards 

“green energy” policies, especially harvesting wind energy. One example of successful application of 

deliberative polling on wind energy in West Texas is described by Galbraith and Price (2013). The goal of 

deliberative polling was to learn informed public opinion on renewable energy in the state; since the 

public had little information on the complex subject, the pollsters (electric utility companies) reasoned 

that traditional polls would have questionable value. To obtain informed public opinion, a 

representative sample of citizens was asked to participate in an event where they could receive 

additional information and ask questions of professionals. The deliberative poll revealed that the 

exercise changed public opinion on green energy: the median response for a price the public was willing 

to pay for renewable resources increased from $1.50 to $6.50 (Lehr et al. 2003). The researchers who 

organized the deliberation, noted: “Taken together, renewables and efficiency are clearly preferred by 

most customers after the event, while coal, natural gas, and power purchases are less preferred” (Lehr 

et al. 2003 p. 5). Results of the deliberative polling moved the state of Texas to design an impressive 

renewable energy policy with a higher use of wind power generation. A similar example was provided by 

MacArthur (2016) who discussed a deliberative polling event on renewables organized in Nova Scotia, 

Canada in 2004, which led to a significant shift in public opinion towards renewable energy, despite its 

higher cost. 

In Alberta, Canada, a university-community research partnership - Alberta Climate Dialogue - 

organized three formal deliberation events to discuss climate related issues in the province (Blue and 

Dale 2016). Overall, deliberative framing was not taken centrally as practitioners and researchers 

concentrated their efforts on dominant frames of climate change at provincial and large urban levels, 

namely, by examining the intersections between climate and energy with an attendant focus on 
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mitigation. One event (Water in a Changing Climate) engaged smaller urban centers and incorporated 

deliberative framing into the participatory design from the outset to broaden the discussion beyond a 

focus on energy and mitigation to include water and adaptation. This approach brought discussions 

about GHG emissions and rising global temperatures into a local context, enabling participants to 

grapple with how climate change intersects with issues such as social inequality and land use changes.  

Although these examples are drawn from the Global North, studies from other regions also 

provide insights. An example of framing comes from the United Nations supported REDD+ program 

implementation of CO2 emissions reduction, which uses international funding for forest protection. In 

small communities in Nepal, power and influence among competing national and international actors 

has overshadowed local concerns in initial framing of REDD+ implementation, despite a long history of 

local-level forest policy. In situations like this, open, transparent dialogue can help shift framing from 

global interests to local livelihoods, confirming that mitigation efforts are implemented and provide 

local co-benefits (Bastakoti and Davidsen 2017). Although not specific to climate change, two other 

examples show success in deliberative outcomes. Deliberative planning was successfully used in Kerlala, 

India to develop 5-Year Plans in the mid-1990s, which were then accepted or rejected by votes in village 

meetings (Fischer 2006). Final plans were forwarded to national government for inclusion in overall 

development planning; despite successfully including women and being adapted and reproduced in 

hundreds of LAU in India, political party opposition eliminated these deliberative activities, although 

discussions are attempting to find a way to revive them (Fischer 2017). In Brazil, the Porto Alegre 

participatory budgeting model has implemented local deliberative methods since the 1980s for planning 

and policy issues including flooding, waste removal, road building, and even reconstruction of an entire 

neighborhood using strict environmental standards (Baiocchi 2003; Fischer 2017; Wampler 2010); and 

this deliberative model has spread to over 1500 cities in other nations (Ganuza and Baiocchi 2012).  

Deliberative framing techniques are also emerging in the study of climate justice (Schlosberg 

and Collins 2014). As nations and LAUs make plans for developing green energy, or a green economy, to 

mitigate climate emissions, global labor unions have often been left out of the discussion, prompting 

demands for ‘just transitions’ away from fossil fuels (Stevis and Felli 2015). Regarding climate 

adaptation, studies are examining ‘just transformations’ to help define what this means, whether such 

transformations can be proactive, ethical, sustainable, deliberative and participatory (Schlosberg, 

Collins, and Niemeyer 2017; Pelling, O’Brien, and Matyas 2015; O’Brien 2012). Deliberative framing 

could assist in giving communities more voice in planning, such as deciding whether or not to adapt to 
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climate changes (Cinner et al. 2018), as well as examining questions of power and influence (Van 

Lieshout et al. 2017; Morrison et al. 2017). 

 

5. Conclusion 

Although deliberative processes, framing strategies, and local policies to manage climate change 

are not new ideas (Dietz, Ostrom, and Stern 2003), the need to combine them into an integrated 

approach is acute. Despite unprecedented support for the Paris Climate Agreement, climate scientists 

warn that we are running out of time (Jackson et al. 2017) and the current emission reduction pledges 

by each signatory country will not be enough to prevent 2°C warming (UNEP 2016). Meanwhile, the first 

draft of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) special report on the impacts of global 

warming of 1.5°C shows that an even more challenging goal is required to control high risks for society 

and environment.2 In countries like the USA and Australia, where national leaders continue to express 

skepticism on the need to develop climate policies and outright denial of climate science consensus, 

providing opportunities for stakeholders and citizens to examine various frames of climate change can 

provide an innovative avenue to develop practical solutions. In countries with strong national leadership 

on climate policy, deliberative framing can connect high-level recommendations for addressing climate 

change with insights and values of local stakeholders. Challenges to deliberative framing are similar to 

other public participation efforts and could include: resistance to public involvement from politicians 

and public administrators; lack of time, interest, and civic experience in the public; inequities of power 

and influence; and lack of resources such as funding, staff, and training. As more cities, states, and 

businesses pledge to uphold the Paris Climate Agreement, resources can be developed to help address 

these participation challenges. Taking into account local frames of environmental change can help open 

discussion and lead to context and place sensitive policies that resonate with local values and address 

regional concerns.  

Despite an apparent need for deliberative framing of climate change discourse, especially 

considering the challenges of the post-1.5°C warming world outlined by the IPCC, examples are few and 

research is sparse. But numerous examples of successful application of deliberative framing to more 

general issues of environmental protection and sustainability give hope for equal potential of 

deliberative framing in climate change policies. More research is needed to develop and implement 

                                                        
2 See the draft report- http://www.ipcc.ch/report/sr15 
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deliberative framing in practice, including identifying examples where deliberation has influenced policy 

outcomes and examining different means to encourage or institutionalize collaboration between 

scholars and LAU decision-makers to facilitate transitions to more environmentally sustainable and 

socially just futures.  
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