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Abstract The Paris Agreement of 2015 marks a formal shift in global climate change 
governance from an international legal regime that distributes state commitments to solve a 
collective action problem to a catalytic mechanism to promote and facilitate transformative 
pathways to decarbonization. It does so through a system of nationally determined contri-
butions, monitoring and ratcheting up of commitments, and recognition that the practice of 
climate governance already involved an array of actors and institutions at multiple scales. 
In this article, we develop a framework that focuses on the politics of decarbonization to 
explore policy pathways and mechanisms that can disrupt carbon lock-in through these 
diverse, decentralized responses. It identifies political mechanisms—normalization, capac-
ity building, and coalition building—that contribute to the scaling and entrenchment of dis-
crete decarbonization initiatives within or across jurisdictions, markets, and practices. The 
role for subnational (municipal, state/provincial) climate governance experiments in this 
new context is especially profound. Drawing on such cases, we illustrate the framework, 
demonstrate its utility, and show how its political analysis can provide insight into the rela-
tionship between climate governance experiments and the formal global response as well 
as the broader challenge of decarbonization.

Keywords Climate governance experiments · Climate policy · Global climate regime · 
Decarbonization · Subnational climate politics

There is no global climate regime, at least in the terms and form commonly understood 
over the past 25  years—a top-down, centralized, legal global response based on a treaty 
developed through multilateral negotiations. The Copenhagen Accord of 2009 hinted at 
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a seismic shift by introducing the world to nationally based commitments substituting for 
collectively agreed greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reduction targets. The Paris Agree-
ment of 2015 cemented the transformation. Multilateral climate governance is now a com-
bination of nationally determined contributions (NDCs) and international monitoring, veri-
fication, with (one hopes) pressure for ratcheting up those national contributions over time 
to meet an aspirational target of holding global warming well below two degrees centi-
grade. The Paris Agreement for the first time explicitly recognizes that all states must come 
up with plans to cumulatively contribute to achieving this goal, which essentially entails 
functional decarbonization in the second half of this century. Moreover, it acknowledges 
that much of the actual work of decarbonization required will be undertaken or catalyzed 
by a wide array of other actors, including subnational (e.g., municipal, state/provincial) and 
non-state (Hale 2016).

As important as this shift in legal form and institutional structure is—variously 
described in terms like “bottom up” and “regime complex” (Sabel and Victor 2017; Falkner 
et al. 2010; Keohane and Victor 2011; Falkner 2016)—the Paris Agreement embodies at 
least the beginnings of an even more profound conceptual shift in how we understand the 
problem of climate change: from a legal regime conceived as a negotiated distribution of 
commitments to solve a collective action problem (reduce emissions) to preserve a global 
commons (a stable climate) to a catalytic mechanism to promote and facilitate transform-
ative pathways to decarbonization. There is no longer a single focus or locus of global 
climate action. Decarbonization requires a range of actions from diverse actors. Rayner 
(2010) hinted at this shift when he called for a move away from viewing climate change 
governance as an “optimization” problem obsessed with “free riders” and “leakage”.

While this conceptual shift remains incomplete, it is our starting point for thinking about 
the role and contribution of subnational actors and actions. As opposed to others who view 
substate and non-state actions as filling the “gap” between NDCs and the emissions levels 
necessary to reach the Paris Agreement’s aspirational goal,1 we view them as experiments 
in the new context the Paris Agreement acknowledges—a decentralized, fragmented global 
response to climate change designed to decarbonize societies (Jordan et al. 2015; Zelli and 
van Asselt 2013; Bulkeley et al. 2014).

Seen in this light, the key question for analysis is not how they fill emission “gaps,” but 
how subnational (among other types of) climate governance experiments2 disrupt carbon 
lock-in (Unruh 2000; Seto et al. 2016) and promote decarbonization pathways. Emissions 
are the symptom of the underlying carbon lock-in problem. Subnational experiments can 
play a key role in achieving that goal because of the nature of carbon lock-in. Globally, 
economic, energy, and transportation systems are locked into carbon because they are also 
locked into carbon locally, regionally, and nationally. Subnational experiments may have 
the potential to disrupt carbon lock-in and catalyze decarbonization pathways in the juris-
dictions where the experimentation takes place and more broadly because of the interde-
pendence of jurisdictions and systems locked into the use of carbon-based energy.

1 See, e.g., Climate Tracker’s analysis at http://clima teact iontr acker .org/globa l/173/CAT-Emiss ions-Gaps.
html; United Nations Environment Program (2017).
2 In discussing subnational climate governance experiments, we are referring to both experiments initiated 
by subnational governments and experiments initiated by non-state actors that operate at the subnational 
level.

http://climateactiontracker.org/global/173/CAT-Emissions-Gaps.html
http://climateactiontracker.org/global/173/CAT-Emissions-Gaps.html
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Here, we develop a framework to explore the efficacy and possibilities of disrupting car-
bon lock-in through subnational experimental pathways3 (Bulkeley et al. 2014; Hoffmann 
2011; Jordan et al. 2015). It provides a way to makes sense of the means through which 
subnational experiments can catalyze and contribute to broader transitions to decarboni-
zation. It identifies causal mechanisms that operate specifically along political pathways. 
Such a framework is needed because decarbonization pathways will not be constructed 
only through identification of economically efficient policy mixes, nor are they solely about 
adopting particular technologies or practices of energy production (cf. SDSN 2014; Global 
Commission on the Economy and Climate 2014). Instead, decarbonization implicates 
changes in social, technical, economic, and political systems that underpin modern socie-
ties. Put simply, whatever else it may be, disrupting carbon lock-in is fundamentally a polit-
ical activity because lock-in has significant political foundations: It rests on norms, institu-
tions, capacities, and coalitions that support fossil energy dependent systems. Pathways to 
decarbonization are thus paved with political decisions, policies, and voluntary initiatives 
that promote, alter, enable, constrain, and sometimes demand technological and behavioral 
changes. The framework developed here offers a new conceptualization of transformation 
toward decarbonization and an empirical strategy to explore how subnational experiments 
can catalyze change by altering political dynamics within and across jurisdictions, markets, 
and/or carbon-intensive practices.

We begin with a brief discussion of the nature and landscape of subnational experimen-
tation and its evolving relationship with the global political response. We then develop our 
analytical framework that illuminates how diverse and targeted subnational experimental 
interventions4 interact with and alter the politics of carbon lock-in in specific places5 (e.g., 
jurisdictions, networks like a particular city network, or markets) and how those interven-
tions can contribute to broader disruption and transformation.

We posit that once initiated, subnational experiments can alter political dynamics 
through three mechanisms: catalyzing normative change (normalization); building capaci-
ties to act differently, whether by mobilizing resources directly or via institutional change; 
and coalition building. These mechanisms determine whether and how the policies and 
practices that experiments promote scale up and entrench in the jurisdictions and systems 
being targeted for disruption (direct effects), as well as how they influence other jurisdic-
tions and systems beyond the direct scope of the intervention (interdependent effects). 
These political dynamics generate three possible trajectories for direct and interdependent 
targets for disruption: unintentional reinforcement of carbon lock-in; improvements or effi-
ciency gains in carbonized systems; or transformational decarbonization, a phase change 
whereby fossil energy (and/or other GHG generating processes) is not just lessened, but 
a new trajectory toward replacement or zero use of carbon-based energy is generated. We 
illustrate the framework’s utility with three short vignettes analyzing experimental trajecto-
ries before concluding with thoughts on how our approach can illuminate the relationship 
between experimentation and the global response to climate change.

3 The framework is discussed in terms of subnational experimentation, the empirical focus of this article, 
but it can be applied more generally to explore the politics and impact of experiments and initiatives devel-
oped by diverse actors, including states, international organizations, “clubs” like the G20, partnerships, and 
the huge array of non-state actors engaged in climate governance activities.
4 Throughout this paper, we use the term “experiment” interchangeably with the term “intervention.”
5 We self-consciously use the generic “place” when referring to the location of experiments as opposed to 
“level” or “regime” since the latter terms have specific—and different—meanings in the political science, 
international relations, and transitions literatures.
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Subnational experimentation and the shifting global response

There is no consensus definition of climate governance experiments or experimentation. 
Investigations of experimental governance are diverse, but they all depart from similar 
observations: (1) the traditional approach to climate governance, multilateral treaty-mak-
ing, is no longer sufficient (if it ever was) for addressing the problem; and/or (2) multiple 
actors are now engaged in climate governance that is only loosely connected to UN-based 
processes. From this baseline, authors’ characterizations of experimentation in climate 
governance run the gamut from controlled laboratory-like experimentation to more meta-
phorical ideas of trial and error with new approaches.6

All understandings of experimentation share the notion that something new is being 
tried out—there is a conscious intervention that differs from the status quo. Novel action is 
a constitutive element of experimentation. Beyond this commonality, however, approaches 
diverge. For some, experimentation is a worldview or philosophy and the novelty is the 
form of governance itself. Experimentalist governance is an observed or proscribed com-
mitment to a process of trying something new, evaluating the results, and revising based on 
what was learned (e.g., Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014; De Búrca et al. 2014). Others focus 
on novel specific practices, like technological innovations or policy experiments or urban 
living labs (e.g., Voytenko et al. 2016). Still others focus on novel sources of rulemaking 
and authoritative actors (e.g., Hoffmann 2011; Castán Broto and Bulkeley 2013; Bulkeley 
and Castán Broto 2013).

Approaches can also be distinguished by how they characterize the process or practice of 
experimentation. Abbott (2017) characterizes experiments as formal or informal depending 
on the level of conscious experimentation and control over the process. Scholarship tends 
to view this as a continuum. At the “formal” end are those who reserve the label climate 
governance “experiments” for analogues of controlled laboratory experiments (Abbott 
2017). These approaches tend to be proscriptive (there are no pure empirical examples 
of this kind of activity), suggesting that climate governance experimentation is a way for 
jurisdictions to be innovative and adaptive to climate change and focus on learning from 
policy initiatives and evaluation (e.g., Huitema et  al. 2011).7 At the other end is a more 
metaphorical understanding that views climate governance experiments as novel attempts 
at governing climate by non-traditional global actors (Hoffmann 2011). Other approaches 
lie somewhere between (De Búrca et al. 2014; Castan-Broto and Bulkeley 2013) depending 
on how self-conscious the experimentation is and how much of a focus there is on learning 
from policy innovations and initiatives.

Climate governance experimentation, however conceived, has exploded in the last 
10–15 years (e.g., Bulkeley et  al. 2014; Andonova et  al. 2017; Hoffmann 2011). Subna-
tional actors and initiatives have been at the forefront. Municipal climate action and trans-
national city networks were some of the first experimental climate governance initiatives 
recognized in the literature (Betsill and Bulkeley 2004). These networks have grown in 
number, size and visibility (Acuto and Rayner 2016). For instance the C40 Group of large 
cities now includes 83 affiliated cities that collectively contain 1/12 of the world’s popula-
tion (www.c40.org). Individual city-based action is now standard in much of the world, 

7 Much of this stems from studies of European policy experimentation see, e.g., Sabel and Zeitlin (2008).

6 For comprehensive reviews of the deployment of experiment, experimentation, and experimental as con-
cepts applied to climate governance, see Kivimaa et al. (2017), and Bulkeley and Castán Broto (2013).

http://www.c40.org
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though perhaps more in the Global North than Global South. In just one study, Castan-
Broto and Bulkeley (2013) catalogued 627 municipal experiments in 100 cities.

More broadly, scholars and international organizations have identified subnational 
experiments as part of the “groundswell”8 of climate activity that arose in the post-Kyoto 
Protocol period (Chan et al. 2015). The number and diversity of subnational experiments is 
impressive.9 Subnational emissions trading systems have proliferated with trading in Cali-
fornia, Quebec, Ontario, and Chinese municipalities coming online in the last few years. 
Subnational initiatives around renewable energy and carbon markets in North America are 
also prominent sources of this “new” climate action (Rabe 2007; Stokes 2013). Meanwhile, 
US States and Canadian provinces are even engaging in de facto foreign climate policy. 
Multiple states and provinces formed or joined subnational networks like the Western Cli-
mate Initiative and the New England Governors and Eastern Canada Premiers Climate 
Action Plan. California has been especially proactive, signing memoranda of understanding 
to cooperate on climate policy with multiple subnational governments and nation-states.10

The relationship of these subnational efforts to the more formal global response to cli-
mate change has evolved over time. Subnational action prior to 2005 tended to be in prepa-
ration for the implementation of (not to catalyze) the policy changes expected to accom-
pany global treaty-making (Betsill and Hoffmann 2011; Hoffmann 2011). For instance, the 
inclusion of market mechanisms in the Kyoto protocol negotiations and text catalyzed early 
national, subnational, and private experiments with emissions trading and carbon account-
ing. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), corporations, states, and subnational govern-
ments experimented in order to build capacity to function within a global emission trading 
regime the Kyoto Protocol was supposed to create (Betsill and Hoffmann 2011).

As it became clear that traditional multilateral climate governance would fail to deliver 
an effective global response (Victor 2011; Depledge 2006), experimental initiatives 
emerged as a key alternative. Many of these initiatives, alternatively labeled experimental, 
transnational, or polycentric (e.g., Bulkeley et  al. 2014; Jordan et  al. 2015; Cole 2015), 
were explicitly engaged in making rules. A range of actors thus began to act as governors 
(Avant et al. 2010) in the climate change governance space independent of the multilateral 
treaty-making process or national regulatory measures. Governance took multiple forms 
including cities forming transnational networks (Betsill and Bulkeley 2004; Bulkeley and 
Kern 2006); US states and Canadian provinces cooperating on climate agreements (Selin 
and VanDeveer 2005; Rabe 2004, 2007, 2008); and NGOs and corporations forming alli-
ances to implement climate friendly technology in cities and regions.

Experimental governance was a decentralized and bottom-up response to climate 
change where the global regime was centralized and top down. It engaged diverse actors 
in new arrangements working on a full range of climate-related activities rather than being 
a state-centric attempt to distribute greenhouse gas emission reductions. The key questions 
in both academic circles and beyond, then, were less about how subnational experiments 
could catalyze action in the global regime, and more about where they came from, how 
they functioned and were organized, and whether they could be a viable alternative to the 
multilateral regime (Hoffmann 2011; Bulkeley et  al. 2014; Meckling et  al. 2015; Jordan 
et al. 2015).

8 http://www.clima tegro undsw ell.org/blog-test/lpaa/repor t.
9 http://newsr oom.unfcc c.int/lpaa/citie s-subna tiona ls/.
10 http://www.clima techa nge.ca.gov/clima te_actio n_team/partn ershi ps.html.

http://www.climategroundswell.org/blog-test/lpaa/report
http://newsroom.unfccc.int/lpaa/cities-subnationals/
http://www.climatechange.ca.gov/climate_action_team/partnerships.html
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The current context where broad decarbonization is the goal, with multiple actors 
and processes now being legitimized and recognized as climate governors, has changed 
the conversation once again. This context raises a key new analytic challenge: to under-
stand how experimental initiatives can catalyze (generate and accelerate) decarbonization 
pathways.

The politics of decarbonization

There are two ways to think about decarbonization. One is to start with the end point or goal 
and then develop a set of policies and technological combinations that would hypotheti-
cally, if implemented, get you there. This is the strategy of deep decarbonization (SDSN 
2014) and socio-technical transitions (e.g., Geels 2002; Geels et al. 2004) approaches. For 
them, politics is what helps or prevents the technologies or strategies from being adopted 
(Meadowcroft 2007, 2009, 2011; Shove 2010; Shove and Walker 2007; Jordan 2009; Geels 
2014; Turnheim et al. 2015). The other way is to start with the experiments and then ana-
lyze the politics they produce that can lead to different pathways. We choose the latter, 
while recognizing that any new initiative must disrupt the existing politics of carbon lock-
in. Thus, our starting point is the way in which specific, on the ground governance and 
policy experiments generate political dynamics and how those political dynamics might 
lead to decarbonization in specific places and more broadly—how politics shape decarbon-
ization pathways and possibilities. The problem of decarbonization is a problem of politics 
within and between multilevel spaces and practices where the politics of decarbonization 
play out in the global system (i.e., political and economic activities that can occur at, or cut 
across, jurisdictions or geographies of cities, provinces, regions, and nation-states).

The political challenge of decarbonization is to disrupt the interdependent, overlapping, 
reinforcing dynamics that lead to the continuing use of fossil energy across scales (the 
structural features on which socio-technical transition scholars tend to focus). Cities are 
locked into the use of fossil fuels because (among other reasons) of how they are physically 
planned, the practices of citizens around transportation and energy use, powerful political 
coalitions and incumbent interests, institutional capacities that make cities run politically, 
and the range of technological options available to city dwellers. Likewise, nation-states 
are locked into the use of fossil fuels because of similar (not the same) cultural, economic, 
political, and technological dynamics on a larger scale (i.e., national energy and transporta-
tion policy, political coalitions and powerful interests, national culture). Further, the lock-
in in cities reinforces state-wide lock-in and global lock-in just as global lock-in reinforces 
state-wide lock-in and in turn lock-in at the municipal level.

We focus on the political aspects of carbon lock-in because no matter where you look—
markets, cities, subnational jurisdictions, or nation-states—there are institutional and nor-
mative processes, and structures (political factors) contributing to carbon lock-in. The 
substance and functioning of the political factors differs across levels variously defined—
municipal politics and national politics are obviously not the same, nor is the politics of 
commodity production and consumption the same as the politics of finance or the airline 
industry—but they similarly serve to reinforce carbon lock-in in all parts of the system. 
This conceptualization of the challenge of the politics of decarbonization generates two 
important parameters for theory building and analysis.

First, it implies that changes in specific places as well as the carbon locked-in system as 
a whole can be analyzed with a common analytic framework. This does not imply that the 
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politics in these different systems or places are the same, it means that a single framework 
focused on politics can be used to make sense of carbon lock-in and attempts to disrupt it 
anywhere. The politics that reinforce and seek to disrupt carbon lock-in in transnational 
city networks can be analyzed the same way as the politics that reinforce and seek to dis-
rupt carbon lock-in in provinces (though the way those politics play out are substantively 
very different). In each case, the political dynamics of normalization, capacities, and coali-
tions are at play both in terms of reinforcing carbon lock-in and in attempts to disrupt it.

Second, the multiple levels of carbon lock-in are interdependent—the politics of carbon 
lock-in and its disruption in transnational city networks are connected to the politics of 
carbon lock-in and its disruption in provinces and nation-states. This implies the need to 
uncover mechanisms that mutually link or assimilate the local to the global—how actions 
and outcomes in specific places can catalyze broader transformation (or stymie it)—to 
account for change and to show how changes at different scales implicate changes more 
broadly (Geels 2010). Thus moves toward decarbonization in multiple specific subnational 
experiments can and should be analyzed for both their specific effects on targeted jurisdic-
tions and practices and their potential to catalyze broader transformation elsewhere.

The political pathways of decarbonization

Our analysis starts with an experiment, a conscious intervention designed to disrupt the 
current state of the targeted system.11 Once an experiment is initiated, the targeted sys-
tem can move along one of the three (ideal-type) trajectories: (1) reinforcement of car-
bon lock-in, (2) improvement in carbon lock-in, or (3) decarbonization.12 The experimental 
intervention, whatever else it is, is political, and it contributes to changing the trajectory 
of the target by creating and/or contributing to political mechanisms of normalization, 
capacity building, and coalition building. These mechanisms help to determine whether 
the changes the experiment promotes will scale up and become entrenched in the targeted 
system, whether directly because the intervention itself grows, diffuses, and/or becomes 
institutionalized or because its policies and practices take on a life of their own, spawning 
further interventions or scaling and entrenching in other ways (changing other institutions, 
creating new legislation, altering business practices, etc.). Figure 1 provides a visual repre-
sentation of this dynamic in a single place. Crucially, the potential for altering the target’s 
trajectory is found in the feedback between the experiment and the political mechanisms 
that it catalyzes.

The interdependent nature of carbon lock-in, however, means an intervention in one 
place can also alter the politics in other places (Fig.  2). This crossover impact emerges 
in two ways. First, it is felt when an intervention in one part catalyzes the emergence of 
new interventions targeting other parts. For example, the C40 network of cities committed 
to combating climate change emerged, in part, in response to what was seen as a lacuna 
in the main existing transnational city network at the time (ICLEI’s Cities for Climate 

11 It is certainly possible to examine interventions that are not conscious attempts at decarbonization as a 
range of policy experiments might have decarbonization implications. This is beyond the scope of this arti-
cle. In addition, we assume a broad definition of experimentation, including both the formal and informal 
ends of the spectrum discussed above.
12 We cannot know at the outset whether or not the implications and results from the experiment are trans-
formative. Our framework is meant to be open to these possibilities—that even experiments meant to dis-
rupt carbon lock-in can end up reinforcing it. Experiments can and do fail.
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Fig. 1  Decarbonization pathway in a targeted part of the system

Fig. 2  Decarbonization pathways across sub-systems
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Protection). Second, an experiment in one system can contribute to the political mecha-
nisms at play in other systems that were catalyzed by extant interventions. For example, 
subnational emissions trading systems in California and Quebec reinforced one another, 
eventually became linked and helped support the development of a system in Ontario that 
will join them. These broader impacts are of most interest to those considering orchestra-
tion—how and when can experiments catalyze the ‘right’ kind of other experiments and 
work together toward a common goal—and those thinking about how subnational experi-
ments connect to NDCs (Hale and Roger 2014; Hale 2016; Abbott 2017). In the following 
subsections we elaborate on the different parts of the framework with illustrative examples 
drawn from research on multiple cases of subnational experiments.13 

Unit of analysis: governance experiments

The fundamental unit of analysis when using this framework is the climate governance 
experiment—an initiative that seeks to disrupt carbon lock-in in a specific target through 
intentional attempts to authoritatively steer actors. Here, we focus primarily on subnational 
experiments but the logic of the framework applies to multiple kinds of initiatives. The 
catch, for rigorous case selection, is that there are no cases of wide scale (and only a few 
cases of small scale) decarbonization to compare with failed cases. Further, decarboniza-
tion is not a defined end state beyond the banal and obvious vanishing use of fossil fuels—
we do not know what decarbonized systems will look like in any detail. Finally, the world 
is now awash in climate policies, emission reduction plans, low-carbon pilot projects, 
among other efforts combat or adapt to climate change, from multiple diverse subnational 
actors. This empirical context thus provides little in the way of definitive criteria to pick 
experiments to analyze.

One answer—the strategy we pursue in a  larger project14—is to follow a diverse case 
selection strategy and include a large range of initiatives that vary in terms of initiating 
actor (public, private, hybrid), target (jurisdiction, market, practice), scope (from interven-
tions that target specific activities like LED lighting in streetlights to interventions that 
focus on a combination of activities like renewable energy policy at the state/provincial 
level) and scale. Since our purpose here is mainly to introduce our framework and show 
its utility for analyzing subnational climate governance experimentation, we select subna-
tional case vignettes and examples from our broader project to show how it can be applied 
as opposed to presenting a complete set of findings.

Targets

For simplicity’s sake, we identify three ideal types of targets on which experiments could 
focus in seeking to disrupt carbon lock-in and catalyze decarbonization trajectories:

1. Political jurisdictions Experiments may target individual polities (cities, states or prov-
inces, countries), multiple jurisdictions horizontally (e.g., C40 or the 2014 China–U.S. 
agreement), or vertically (e.g., provinces and nation-states in a federally coordinated 
cap-and-trade system).

13 These cases are drawn from a larger project on the politics of decarbonization (https ://munks chool .utoro 
nto.ca/egl/resea rches /trans forma tive-polic y-pathw ays-to-decar boniz ation /).
14 https ://munks chool .utoro nto.ca/egl/resea rches /trans forma tive-polic y-pathw ays-to-decar boniz ation /.

https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/egl/researches/transformative-policy-pathways-to-decarbonization/
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/egl/researches/transformative-policy-pathways-to-decarbonization/
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/egl/researches/transformative-policy-pathways-to-decarbonization/
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2. Markets Targeted markets can be sectoral (e.g., an experiment aimed at the airline 
industry) or jurisdictionally bounded (e.g., carbon labeling that targets supermarkets in 
a particular country). The distinguishing feature is that the intervention targets corpora-
tions, investors, consumers or other market actors and their practices directly.

3. Practices Practices are often less bounded than other targets. Relevant practices can be 
behavioral (e.g., cycling or energy conservation initiatives), cultural (climate fiction), 
and/or material (e.g., zero-carbon building design, consumer behavior, engineering 
training).

These targets are not mutually exclusive; there may be overlap and nesting. For example, a 
practice such as zero-carbon building design may be jurisdictionally bounded (e.g., a dem-
onstration project in a particular city) or can cross boundaries via a transnational commu-
nity of practice such as professional architects.

Political mechanisms

The three political mechanisms on which we focus are distilled from a broad reading of 
the politics of systemic change. Each one represents multiple literatures and theoretical 
approaches. Our attempt here is to provide a coherent framework that draws on a foun-
dation of multiple strands of the political science literature as opposed to a generalizable 
causal model.

Norm change is often identified as an important source of shifts in public policies and 
interests, even if their effects are mediated by local politics and institutions (e.g., Keck and 
Sikkink 1998; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Meyer et al. 1997; March and Olsen 1998; 
Acharya 2004; Bernstein and Cashore 2012). Similarly, transition scholars have noted the 
potential for reframing at both niche and landscape levels to generate “higher-level changes 
in social norms and values” (Upham et al. 2014, 790). Normalization shifts expectations 
about appropriate behavior, thus, “If policy advocates succeed in generating a political and 
public expectation that [greenhouse gas] emissions should decline over time then policies 
and behaviors that further reduce GHG may be judged ‘better’ and more appropriate than 
those that engender increases” (Selin and VanDeveer 2005, 371–72).

Two mechanisms of norm change are particularly salient for our framework. First, entre-
preneurs can propose and advocate new ways to look at the world and act on problems 
like climate change, catalyzing norm change (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; see also King-
don 1995 and Young 1991 on agenda setting). They reframe notions of appropriate action, 
work to convince others and alter the common sense of a system. Second, the buildup of 
everyday action on climate change—practices—can shift perceptions of the necessity and 
appropriateness of climate action; what people do “determines what they think” (Pouliot 
2011, 21). The practices that experiments entail can shape how actors in different parts of 
the system, and ultimately society at large, understand climate change and their interests in 
taking aggressive action.

Decarbonization experiments can activate both of these mechanisms. Many inter-
ventions are entrepreneurial efforts that work on developing new practices of climate 
responses. For example, the Carbon Disclosure Project (now known simply as CDP) advo-
cates for companies to account for and disclose their carbon emissions and exposure to cli-
mate risk. In response, many large corporations including GE, Google, Microsoft, and even 
Exxon have changed their practices and now engage in shadow pricing: they assume there 
will be a carbon price in the future and include the cost of carbon in their business planning 
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(CDP 2013). The practice of treating carbon pricing as inevitable contributes to normal-
izing potential moves toward decarbonization in the corporate community and generates 
political support for public moves toward carbon pricing (Clark 2015).

Subnational experiments often seek to generate normalization very consciously in terms 
of setting standards to strive for. A municipal experiment in Toronto that has sought to 
develop a sustainable neighborhood on the waterfront actively attempts to normalize build-
ing practices that are greener than those driven by the building standards of Ontario.15 
Real estate developers are the particular targets for these efforts. The main tool Waterfront 
Toronto is using to achieve normalization is the Minimum Green Building Requirements 
(MGBR). The MGBR are included as mandatory requirements  in the development pro-
posal requests issued by Waterfront Toronto, which means that developers know what they 
are bidding on and understand   that they will have to meet the standards.16 The MGBR 
are then incorporated into development agreements.17 Integration into development agree-
ments is the mechanism of enforcement for the standards. However, the impact of the 
MGBR extends beyond the property where Waterfront Toronto has direct control:

[Waterfront Toronto] can’t force [developers of privately owned land] to do any-
thing, but [developers] understand that the buildings going up across the street will 
be LEED Gold or in some cases LEED platinum. If you don’t have a LEED gold 
building, and the customer is figuring out which building to buy in, you have to be 
competitive. So I think that’s really pushing the market  towards higher performing 
green buildings.18

The second political mechanism, Capacity Building, operates through altering material, 
institutional, and cognitive capacities to act on decarbonization (e.g., Weible and Sabatier 
2014; Pierre and Peters 2000; Bernstein and Cashore 2012; Selin and VanDeveer 2005). 
Direct means through which interventions can increase capacity include, “direct funding, 
education, training, [technical] assistance, and… co-governance via partnerships between 
public and private actors and authorities” (Bernstein and Cashore 2012, 593). Similarly, 
capacity can be built via demonstration effects that act as policy learning vehicles (Selin 
and VanDeveer 2005; Rabe 2008). Interventions generate institutional capacity when they 
alter how governments make decisions and implement programs.

The electric vehicle pilot project of C40 nicely illustrates these mechanisms. C40 cre-
ated a new institution, the Electric Vehicle Network, comprised of a subset of C40 cities 
as a first step. This network provides constituent city officials with detailed information 
regarding the benefits of pursuing an electric vehicle strategy and nudges them toward a 
particular approach to unlocking local demand through the creation of a robust and exten-
sive charging infrastructure.19 In addition, the Electric Vehicle Network serves as a dem-
onstration project, facilitated by C40’s city–city interaction and sharing of best practices 
(SLoCaT 2014).

Capacity building can move across parts of the system as well. For instance, the Car-
bon Registry (a California-based experiment that developed greenhouse gas accounting 
methods) has provided information and expertise for multiple actors looking to account for 

15 For a fully developed discussion of this experiment, see Tozer (2018).
16 Interview with Waterfront Toronto employee, August 19, 2015.
17 Interview with Waterfront Toronto employee, August 19, 2015.
18 Interview with Waterfront Toronto employee, August 19, 2015.
19 Interview with Steve Crolius, former Director of Transportation, Clinton Climate Initiative.
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carbon, including transnational city networks, US states (Massachusetts and California), 
and nation-states (United States and Brazil).20 In this sense, one subnational experiment, as 
per figure two, influences the political mechanisms and landscape in other experiments and 
jurisdictions.

Finally, Coalition Building and dynamics are foundational in much of political science. 
Here we are especially interested in how coalitions build and change to support or resist 
new initiatives—how, in other words, interventions can spur the emergence and strengthen-
ing of economic and political coalitions that back decarbonization. They can catalyze these 
coalitions by identifying and linking “winners” in the move toward decarbonization and 
neutralizing losers. This entails empowering actors who have an interest in climate change, 
building constituencies either through creating or altering incentives or by active social 
movement building, and utilizing larger market forces.

For example, efforts to promote renewable energy portfolio standards and feed-in tariffs 
are designed to create winners (renewable energy companies, consumers) that can become 
a political force for sustained and/or broadened action (though these coalitions often face 
countercoalitions) (Rabe 2007; Stokes 2013; Aklin and Urpelainen 2013; Jacobsson and 
Lauber 2006). Even more overtly, carbon pricing initiatives commonly build in revenue 
distribution or compensation to build support or fend off countercoalitions, as Australia did 
by including subsidies to impacted sectors and flexibility mechanisms in its 2008 carbon 
pricing scheme (Gordon 2015, 131, 133). Similarly, research has documented how regula-
tions, standard-setting and registries can foster “Baptist-bootlegger” coalitions of activists 
and businesses already following good practices who want to be recognized and rewarded 
in the marketplace, which can increase support for strong regulation in a sector or the 
spread of standards/regulations to other jurisdictions (Vogel 1995; DeSombre 2000, 79; 
Levin et al. 2012).

These coalitions can evolve over time during experimentation. For instance, The Cli-
mate Group’s SMART 2020 experiment, which sought to increase uptake of information 
and communication technology (ICT) in cities to drive down emissions saw three impor-
tant phases of coalition building (Tozer 2016). After building a successful supporting coa-
lition focused primarily on the ICT industry, the SMART 2020 program found that there 
was no market uptake for the industry’s supply. This led to shift in target for SMART 
2020 from industry supply of ICT for carbon abatement to cities as a market for ICT solu-
tions. SMART 2020 built a new supporting coalition that also included individuals from 
municipal governments around the world. Industry was still involved in this new support-
ing coalition, and SMART 2020 sought to play a matchmaking and barrier-smoothing role 
between the two groups. In the third phase, an opposing coalition criticized the ‘smart cit-
ies’ approach as it existed at the time (including but not limited to SMART 2020) for its 
democratic deficit. In some ways, this opposing coalition has been folded into the broader 
‘smart cities’ coalition, in that new coalition members from the social enterprise and open 
data sectors have brought a new focus on citizen engagement to the ‘smart cities’ coalition 
(Tozer 2016).

Interventions can contribute to normalization, capacity building, and coalition 
building around the substance of what they are trying to do (carbon labels, renewable 
energy, smart grids, etc.) both in the experiments’ direct targets and beyond, but the 
interventions only provide the potential for these mechanisms to generate scaling and 

20 http://www.thecl imate regis try.org/thoug htlea dersh ip/green house -gas-accou nting -verifi cati on/. Accessed 
May 14, 2015.

http://www.theclimateregistry.org/thoughtleadership/greenhouse-gas-accounting-verification/
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entrenchment. These mechanisms do not function in a vacuum and other countervail-
ing conditions and factors play a role in determining whether that potential is realized. 
Moreover, separating out these mechanisms is an analytic convenience. In practice, 
they interact. Sometimes, they produce synergies, for example, scholarship on social 
movements has shown how NGOs, like experiments in our framework, can catalyze 
coalitions by framing an issue in ways that allow disparate actors to see common inter-
ests and benefits, and through what we call normalization generating commitment to a 
longer-term campaign (Tarrow 2005; Levi and Murphy 2006). Other times, they work 
at cross purposes, for example, if states learn particular climate practices from one set 
of interventions that disrupt the coalitions that other kinds of interventions generate. 
This framework cannot specify a priori all the ways that the political mechanisms can 
interact, but it does provide a basis for making sense of the details of particular experi-
ments and tracing how the political mechanisms operate in specific contexts.

System effects I: Scaling

When interventions successfully contribute to normalization, capacity building, and/
or coalition building, the policies and practices they support have the potential to scale 
up. Scaling can take multiple forms. Most basically, climate governance experiments 
can produce simple scaling—initiatives and/or the policies they promote start small 
and then grow. Growth can be in terms of size and/or range of activities; interven-
tions attract more members and resources, expand their geographic scope, or begin to 
undertake different types of activities. For example, the C40 Cities Climate Leadership 
Group began as the C20, an ironic homage to the G20. Not only has the C40 Cities Cli-
mate Leadership Group grown larger, it has also grown stronger—learning and demon-
stration effects within the network have enabled C40 cities to take the lead on climate 
change in a number of ways (Gordon 2013).

Ecosystems of interventions can also emerge and expand because interventions open 
up political and economic space for further activity. Intervention begets intervention 
in important ways. This kind of clustering effect facilitates self-organized scaling and 
has the potential to engender increasing returns to interventions—a dynamic whereby 
adding interventions reduces the barriers to further innovations and encourages the 
expansion of complementary activity. Clustering produces new niches that additional 
interventions can fill and opens up opportunities for cooperation and competition that 
produces more interventions (Hoffmann 2011: 73–75). The voluntary carbon market is 
a quintessential example. Once carbon offsets producers emerged, this opened up room 
for additional interventions to make the market work—offset and carbon credit regis-
tries, carbon standard-setters, carbon accounting. The entire voluntary carbon market 
is an ecosystem of climate governance interventions; each of its functions is made rel-
evant by the functioning of others (Hoffmann 2011: 129–134).

Finally, conscious borrowing of ideas or policies is modular scaling. This looks like 
some classic versions of diffusion (e.g., Graham et al. 2012; Busch and Jörgens 2005) 
or what DiMaggio and Powell (1983, 151–152) call “mimetic processes.” A key exam-
ple of modular scaling is the proliferation or similar forms of transnational city net-
works over the last two decades that bring municipalities together to work on climate 
change at the local level (Acuto and Rayner 2016; Betsill and Bulkeley 2004).
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System effects II: Entrenchment

Processes of entrenchment, like scaling, can take multiple forms. Here we draw primarily 
from the path-dependency literature. While others have noted the disruptive potential of 
policy innovation and experimentation to policies that lock in carbon (Jordan et al. 2003), 
our interest is the mirror image of that dynamic: processes that make new initiatives and/
or the policies or practices they promote “sticky” or difficult to reverse by triggering or 
reinforcing coalition building or broadening, normalization and capacity building. There 
are four primary processes of entrenchment21 (Levin et  al. 2012; see also Hacker 2002; 
Mahoney 2000; Page 2006; Pierson 2004; and Thelen 2003).

Lock in when policies and practices have immediate durability or stickiness, such as 
when legislation is passed.
Self-reinforcing when the costs to reverse a policy or change instigated by an initiative 
rise over time.
Positive feedback when an initially untargeted population joins an initiative and thereby 
reinforces the choices of the initial target population to be part of the intervention and/
or policy.
Increasing returns when the benefits to targets of an intervention increase over time.

Entrenchment may occur directly or indirectly. That is, it may result from direct target-
ing by the experiment and effects on the targeted population, or it may occur indirectly 
when the impacts of the experiment go beyond its original objective but still lead to dura-
ble changes that lead to decarbonization in another jurisdiction or because of knock-on 
effects in a related sector. This notion is comparable to the idea of modular scaling, but 
here the focus is on the durability and irreversibility of policies.

When focusing on entrenchment processes, it is equally important to pay attention to 
counterdynamics, including negative feedback, when, for example, targets of an interven-
tion experience costs and organize against it (Jordan and Matt 2014, 230; Weaver 2010; 
Aklin and Urpelainen 2013). Attention to both positive and negative dynamics, especially 
the formation of countercoalitions, is important when analyzing indirect or unintended 
consequences in a forward-looking mode of analysis such as implied by this framework. 
It also provides an opportunity for analysis: attention to these processes directs our gaze to 
opportunities that arise in seemingly unrelated policies or experiments that can indirectly 
create positive entrenchment dynamics for decarbonization.

Illustrative examples along three trajectories

To illustrate how this framework can work in practice, we present three schematic vignettes 
of experiments that illustrate the use of the framework. We chose these experiments both 
because they show how the political mechanisms and system effects identified in our 
framework combine and produce feedbacks, interacting with the substance of interventions 
to shape the trajectories of targeted systems, and because each illustrates a different trajec-
tory: system reinforcing, system improving, or decarbonizing. The framework can be used 

21 These processes are not mutually exclusive. All can be at play and they can overlap. They are separated 
out here for analytic convenience.
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to structure pathway narratives that tell the stories of the experiments. The goal of pathway 
narratives is to make sense of what the intervention ‘does’ and characterize its impact on 
the targeted system. The three political mechanisms (normalization, capacity building, coa-
lition dynamics) combine with the two system effects (scaling and entrenchment) in a sin-
gle framework that allows for analyzing how interventions can disrupt carbon lock-in in the 
targeted system and if/how the intervention has catalytic potential in other, linked places.

Scaling and entrenchment are observable implications of the political mechanisms 
at work and developing narratives also makes it possible to observe how scaled and 
entrenched policies and practices can feedback (positively and negatively) on the politi-
cal mechanisms. Sometimes what is observable is change in the experiment itself and 
sometimes it is the effect on policies, even if the experiment itself remains unchanged or 
disappears. Changes in trajectories are observable implications of the disruption that does 
or does not occur as result of feedback between political mechanisms and system effects. 
Scaling and entrenchment in this sense are necessary, but not sufficient, conditions for 
developing transformative trajectories. It could be that an experiment that entrenches and 
scales fails to achieve its intended purpose of disrupting carbon lock-in and instead unin-
tentionally reinforces it or only improves on carbon lock-in.

For each experiment, the framework offers the parameters for analyzing and monitor-
ing the trajectory of the experiment, how it contributes to normalization, capacity build-
ing, and coalition building, and how those mechanisms do or do not produce scaling and 
entrenchment. Since the politics of decarbonization are contested politics, much of the 
analysis concerns the obstacles to transformation—entrenched (or incumbent in the lan-
guage of the socio-technical transitions scholarship) interests and coalitions, the capacity 
to perform practices associated with carbon lock-in, and the common sense around carbon 
lock-in, and how the intervention alters or fails to alter those dynamics.

A range of methodological tools can be employed in the development of pathway narra-
tives and the various processes of scaling and entrenchment outlined above are observable 
through careful qualitative analysis of individual interventions. This process begins with 
descriptive analysis, identifying the goals, content, and activities of the intervention to pro-
vide an initial sense of whether its substance augurs toward decarbonization. Next is the 
analysis of how the activities of the experiment contribute to the political mechanisms and 
scaling/entrenchment dynamics (see Table 1 for indicators of scaling and entrenchment) 
and how they disrupt extant dynamics in the targeted system. This work is a matter of 

Table 1  Indicators of scaling and entrenchment in subnational climate governance. Source: Adapted from 
van der Ven et al. (2017)

Type of 
scaling

Indicator
Has the intervention

Types of 
entrenchment

Indicator
Did the intervention

Simple Attracted more members, 
expanded in geographic scope, 
or accumulated more resources?

Lock-in Use mechanisms that gave it immediate 
durability?

Self- 
organized

Inspired symbiotic interventions? Self- 
reinforcing

Become more difficult to reverse over 
time?

Positive- 
feedback

Attract non-target members thereby rein-
forcing the decisions of early adopters?

Modular Been consciously emulated in a 
different context?

Increasing 
returns

Do the benefits to participants from the 
intervention increase when more par-
ticipants are brought on board or the 
longer the intervention is in place?
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process tracing using data gleaned from intervention documents, media reports, and where 
appropriate and possible, interviews with intervention participants and actors that interact 
with the intervention activities.

The process tracing in the pathway narratives allows identification of key leverage 
points and the primary dynamics of scaling and entrenchment (internally and externally) 
that are operative in the specific context of the intervention in question. This provides a 
way to understand the linkage between the intervention’s activities and the trajectory of the 
target system(s) and to draw some conclusions about where that trajectory might head and 
why.

Reinforcing carbon lock‑in in Colorado’s new energy economy?

The experiment in this case was a suite of state-level policies to promote renewable energy 
in Colorado (Betsill and Stevis 2016). It began in 2007 with a focus entirely on traditional 
renewable energy (wind/solar), but by 2009 included natural gas as “renewable.” The ini-
tial substance thus had transformative potential, but over time the intervention contributed 
to, at best, a system improving, if not a lock-in reinforcing trajectory.

The key political mechanism/systems effect feedback in this case was the way in which 
coalition building dynamics over time led to entrenchment of the intervention in an unex-
pected way. When the New Energy Economy policy program emerged, the coalition that 
backed it included the usual environmentalist suspects along with some rural landowner 
and union interests (Betsill and Stevis 2016; Betsill 2016). However, over time Colorado 
Governor Bill Ritter saw the need to expand the coalition to both entrench the New Energy 
Economy program and continue to expand the renewable energy standard (from 10 to 30%) 
in the state (Betsill 2016). This need for an expanded supportive coalition led to an evolu-
tion in the substance of the intervention as backers sought to split the fossil fuel interests by 
redefining natural gas as a renewable energy.

This coalition building move was successful in that the New Energy Economy has sur-
vived an election and continues to be a driving force in Colorado energy politics (Bet-
sill 2016). In addition, the move from coal to natural gas in electricity production has the 
potential to lower Colorado’s GHG emissions. However, the question is the trajectory of 
this intervention. The coalition building-entrenchment feedback dynamic has led to fossil 
fuel lock-in improvement at best (natural gas replacing coal) but may have even reinforced 
carbon lock-in by entrenching natural gas production as a key part of Colorado’s econ-
omy. The positive interpretation is that “a coalition involving natural gas could be seen as a 
short-cut down the decarbonization path, making it easier to take more aggressive action in 
the long-term” (Betsill 2016: 20).

Improving carbon lock‑in through the unintended consequences of carbon 
labeling22

In 2008, the UK government-sponsored Carbon Trust developed a carbon labeling scheme 
as a marketplace intervention.23 It designed the labeling effort to provide consumers with 

22 This is not technically a subnational experiment in the same way as municipal action, but this case shows 
the generality of the framework and how political dynamics within the state can go transnational.
23 For a fully developed discussion of this case see van der Ven et al. (2017).
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product level carbon footprint data (the amount of GHGs that go into the production and 
transportation of the products) in order to drive their choices toward low carbon purchases, 
catalyzing moves toward decarbonization.

The interaction of capacity building, indirect entrenchment effects, and modular scaling 
crucially shaped the trajectory of this intervention. While directed at consumers, this inter-
vention built significant capacity for corporations to measure the carbon footprint of their 
products. The Carbon Trust’s methodology for product footprinting as a form of capacity 
building allowed the intervention to generate simple scaling in terms of the number of cor-
porations and products footprinted and modular scaling as a number of countries beyond 
the UK (e.g., France, Japan, Korea and Thailand) took up carbon labeling, borrowing ele-
ments from its methodology and standard, Publicly Available Specification (PAS) 2050 
(Shi 2010; Vergez 2011, 11).

However, the system improving trajectory came from unintended consequences. The 
theory of change for the Carbon Trust was consumer driven—labels shape consumer 
behavior—but largely failed to take off (Carbon Trust 2015). However, tangible changes 
resulted from corporate learning via capacity building—the methodologies developed 
helped corporations locate and measure GHG emissions in their supply chains and man-
ufacturing processes. Capacity building thus led to indirect entrenchment—the labeling 
intervention activities have been entrenched in ways unanticipated by the designers—and 
the combination has generated a system improving trajectory (through improved supply 
chain and process management), reducing emissions but not necessarily moving beyond 
fossil fuel use.

Decarbonizing copenhagen through multilevel action?

In 2009, the city of Copenhagen adopted a goal of carbon neutrality by 2025 with an 
interim goal of cutting emissions 20% below 2005 levels by 2015 (Copenhagen Munici-
pality 2009; see also Copenhagen Municipality 2012, 2013). Its initial plan to achieve that 
goal included a suite of policy initiatives in multiple sectors: energy, transport, buildings, 
urban planning, adaptation, and public outreach. Copenhagen’s plan goes beyond the cor-
porate emissions of the municipality and seeks to functionally decarbonize the whole city. 
In this experiment, the feedback between normalization and both entrenchment and scaling 
is potentially generating a transformative trajectory.

Fostering the normalization of decarbonization is an explicit goal in Copenhagen’s plan, 
both among the populace and business community actively promoting this normative posi-
tion through a deceptively simple formula that targets economic actors and the general 
public:

The Good Life = Sustainable Life and a Green City = Economic Growth.24

For economic actors, the strategy stresses the green economy. As a representative of 
a major Copenhagen business association observed, “everyone knows that they [com-
panies from Copenhagen] are green.”25 To socialize the public and make the plan more 
participatory, in 2013 the city launched multiple initiatives aimed at citizen engagement 

24 Authors’ formulation based on readings of city documents and interviews with city staff and stakehold-
ers.
25 Confidential interview, Copenhagen, April, 2014.



206 Policy Sci (2018) 51:189–211

1 3

and behavioral change (Copenhagen Municipality 2013).26 Here the narrative goes beyond 
green growth and green economy to livability and the idea of sustainability as the key to 
the good life.27

Normalization efforts have contributed to the entrenchment of decarbonization goals in 
both municipal policy and in economic planning (green growth). They have mainstreamed 
climate change policy to the degree that climate planning is becoming conflated with eco-
nomic and urban planning, reinforcing the common sense around decarbonization. The 
decarbonizing trajectory that results, however, is dependent upon and generates a multi-
level scaling strategy. Copenhagen works to sell its approach (and businesses) abroad to 
keep the momentum for decarbonization going at home. For example, New York City and 
Copenhagen signed an agreement in fall of 2014 to set up a Danish clean tech hub in New 
York designed to “help New York City capitalize on Danish tech savvy…while providing 
Danish companies access to the New York marketplace” (Watts 2014). In this sense scaling 
out—advocating for Copenhagen’s solutions in other jurisdictions—through both transna-
tional networks (C40) and in bilateral relations (New York City-Copenhagen connections), 
enhances the normalization of decarbonization in Copenhagen. It is the feedback between 
scaling, entrenchment, and normalization that is pushing Copenhagen toward a potentially 
decarbonizing trajectory.

Forward theorizing

As is clear from these vignettes, the framework itself is not a recipe for getting to transfor-
mation from an experiment. It is a coherent set of concepts and parameters that allows us 
to conceptualize, explain, and track system trajectories toward decarbonization (or, alter-
natively, reinforced or improved carbon lock-in). The forward theorizing strategy that is 
necessitated by this framework is similar to Levin et al.’s (2012, 130): “to identify possible 
policy interventions and reason forward to how the problem and interventions might unfold 
over time.” We are interested “in other possible and likely futures, and in determining the 
ways in which [an intervention’s] actions and the actions of others contribute—sometimes 
via unintended effects and consequences—to making some of them real’’ (Patomäki 2006, 
12). This approach recognizes a commonplace observation in analyses of complex sys-
tems: feedbacks can be both positive and negative (Weaver 2010; Jordan and Matt 2014) 
and the effects of relationships of components of a system and political mechanisms can be 
indeterminate.

Conclusion

We have this thing called the “cheerful disclaimer”—which means we have no idea if 
the idea is going to work or not. It’s an invitation to have a go. Rob Hopkins, Founder 
of Transition Towns.28

28 Rob Hopkins, founder Transition Towns experiment, quote taken from http://www.newsc ienti st.com/
artic le/mg205 27466 .000-rob-hopki ns-getti ng-over-oil-one-town-at-a-time.html?DCMP=OTC-rss&nsref 
=onlin e-news. Accessed February 9, 2010.

26 Confidential interview with municipal official Copenhagen, April, 2014.
27 Confidential interview with municipal official, Copenhagen April, 2014.

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20527466.000-rob-hopkins-getting-over-oil-one-town-at-a-time.html%3fDCMP%3dOTC-rss%26nsref%3donline-news
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20527466.000-rob-hopkins-getting-over-oil-one-town-at-a-time.html%3fDCMP%3dOTC-rss%26nsref%3donline-news
http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20527466.000-rob-hopkins-getting-over-oil-one-town-at-a-time.html%3fDCMP%3dOTC-rss%26nsref%3donline-news
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There are thousands of subnational experiments that are having a go. We need to update 
our conceptual apparatus for understanding what they are accomplishing and where they 
might be headed. Only then can we actively assess if they are going to work or not to turn 
aspirational goals into a decarbonized reality. Yet, we lack a consensual or proven means 
to grasp the impact of subnational activity. Our framework takes experiments seriously as 
a potential means to catalyze decarbonization trajectories, recognizing that their potential 
or trajectory generally cannot always be calculated a priori. Instead, it provides a way to 
identify and track the political forces and mechanisms through which experiments have an 
impact upon targets of intervention and make (or fail to make) broader connections.

This conceptual innovation can speak to questions, both academic and policy, about the 
relationship between subnational experiments and the UNFCCC and the NDCs that consti-
tute the substance of the Paris Agreement. Understanding how subnational climate govern-
ance experiments catalyze decarbonization trajectories is a first step to grasp the possibili-
ties and potential for orchestration of subnational initiatives through the UNFCCC and the 
role that such initiatives might play in ratcheting up NDCs.

Orchestrating experimentation (Hale and Roger 2014; Hale 2016; Chan et  al. 2015; 
Abbott 2017) is often discussed as finding ways for the global regime to harness the char-
acteristics of subnational experiments to further the goals of the UNFCCC and Paris 
Agreement, including monitoring and adaptation. “Orchestration platforms” (van der Ven 
et al. 2017) have emerged or are being designed to catalogue and spur subnational action—
the Lima-Paris Action Agenda, NAZCA, the Groundswell, etc.—but it is not yet clear that 
these databases can capture the ways in which subnational action can have a global effect, 
to say nothing of how they can catalyze more effective global action. Key challenges in 
designing and implementing orchestration include figuring out how to evaluate the impact 
of experiments and how to generate synergies among them. Our framework can provide 
valuable guidance along these lines because it offers a way to understand impact beyond 
acontextual emissions figures and focuses directly on how interactions across experiments 
are already developing.

Our framework is also useful to better understand the relationship between subnational 
experiments and NDCs themselves. Experiments could have a direct or indirect effect on 
the stringency and ratcheting potential of NDCs. Canada, for instance, explicitly references 
provincial policy experiments with carbon pricing in its Pan-Canadian Framework for 
Clean Energy and Climate Change (2017: 6–7) that lays out its NDC implementation plan. 
In the United States, both before and after Trump’s announcement of the US intention to 
withdraw from the Paris Agreement, there was much talk and analysis of whether subna-
tional efforts could keep the United States on track to achieve its Paris commitment. Our 
framework has advantages here precisely because it allows for analysis of direct impact—
how subnational experiments can influence the development of national policies through 
the political mechanisms and system effects—and indirect impact—how experiments alter 
the broader political landscape and appetite for aggressive climate action.

Acknowledgments We would like to thank the editors of the special issue as well as the anonymous 
reviewers for their excellent suggestions. In addition, we would like to thank Michele Betsill, Harriet Bulke-
ley, Ben Cashore, Graeme Auld, Matthew Paterson and participants in workshops at Lund, Sweden, and 
Heerlens, Netherlands for feedback on previous drafts of this paper. Finally we are indebted to our research 
assistants, Laura Tozer, Hamish van der Ven, and David Gordon for their work on this project.

Funding Funding was provided by Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (Grant 
No. 494836).



208 Policy Sci (2018) 51:189–211

1 3

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Inter-
national License (http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 
and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

Abbott, K. W. (2017). Orchestrating experimentation in non-state environmental commitments. Environ-
mental Politics, 26(4), 738–763.

Acharya, A. (2004). How ideas spread: Whose norms matter? International Organization, 58(2), 239–275.
Acuto, M., & Rayner, S. (2016). City networks: Breaking gridlocks or forging (new) lock-ins? International 

Affairs, 92(5), 1147–1166.
Aklin, M., & Urpelainen, J. (2013). Political competition, path dependence, and the strategy of sustainable 

energy transitions. American Journal of Political Science, 57(3), 643–658.
Andonova, L. B., Hale, T. N., & Roger, C. B. (2017). National policy and transnational governance of cli-

mate change: Substitutes or complements? International Studies Quarterly, 61(2), 253–268.
Avant, D. D., Finnemore, M., & Sell, S. K. (Eds.). (2010). Who governs the globe? (Vol. 114). Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bernstein, S., & Cashore, B. (2012). Complex global governance and domestic policies: Four pathways 

of influence. International Affairs, 88(3), 585–604.
Betsill, M. (2016). Colorado’s “new energy economy”: An analytical narrative for the pathways to decar-

bonization project. Unpublished Manuscript
Betsill, M., & Bulkeley, H. (2004). Transnational networks and global environmental governance: The 

cities for climate protection program. International Studies Quarterly, 48(2), 471–493.
Betsill, M., & Hoffmann, M. J. (2011). The contours of “cap and trade”: The evolution of emissions trad-

ing systems for greenhouse gases. Review of Policy Research, 28(1), 83–106.
Betsill, M., & Stevis, D. (2016). The politics and dynamics of energy transitions: lessons from Colo-

rado’s (USA) "New Energy Economy". Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 
34(2), 381–396.

Bulkeley, H., & Castán Broto, V. (2013). Government by experiment? Global cities and the governing of 
climate change. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 38(3), 361–375.

Bulkeley, H., & Kern, K. (2006). Local government and the governing of climate change in Germany 
and the UK. Urban Studies, 43(12), 2237–2259.

Bulkeley, H., et al. (2014). Transnational climate change governance. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Busch, P., & Jörgens, H. (2005). International patterns of environmental policy change and convergence. 
European Environment, 15(2), 80–101.

Carbon Trust. (2008). Product carbon footprinting: The new business opportunity. http://www.carbo 
ntrus t.com/media /84928 /ctc74 4-produ ct-carbo n-footp rinti ng-the-new-busin ess-oppor tunit y.pdf. 
Accessed May 9, 2015.

Castan Broto, V, & Bulkeley, H. (2013). A survey of urban climate experiments in 100 cities. Global 
Environmental Change, 23, 92–102.

CDP. (2013). Use of internal carbon price by companies as incentive and strategic planning tool. https 
://www.cdp.net/CDPRe sults /compa nies-carbo n-prici ng-2013.pdf. Accessed May 13, 2015.

Chan, S., Asselt, H., Hale, T., Abbott, K. W., Beisheim, M., Hoffmann, M., et al. (2015). Reinvigorat-
ing international climate policy: A comprehensive framework for effective nonstate action. Global 
Policy, 6(4), 466–473.

Clark, P. (2015). Companies accelerate carbon pricing.  Financial Times, September 21, p. 17. http://
searc h.proqu est.com/docvi ew/17247 80369 ?accou ntid=14771 .

Cole, D. (2015). Advantages of a polycentric approach to climate change policy. Nature Climate Change, 
5, 114–118.

Copenhagen Municipality. (2009). Copenhagen climate plan. Conhagen: Manuscript.
Copenhagen Municipality. (2012). Copenhagen solutions for sustainable cities. Copenhagen: 

Manuscript.
Copenhagen Municipality. (2013). CPH 2025 climate plan. Copenhagen: Manuscript.
De Búrca, G., Keohane, R. O., & Sabel, C. (2014). Global experimentalist governance. British Journal 

of Political Science, 44(3), 477–486.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.carbontrust.com/media/84928/ctc744-product-carbon-footprinting-the-new-business-opportunity.pdf
http://www.carbontrust.com/media/84928/ctc744-product-carbon-footprinting-the-new-business-opportunity.pdf
https://www.cdp.net/CDPResults/companies-carbon-pricing-2013.pdf
https://www.cdp.net/CDPResults/companies-carbon-pricing-2013.pdf
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1724780369?accountid=14771
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1724780369?accountid=14771


209Policy Sci (2018) 51:189–211 

1 3

Depledge, J. (2006). The opposite of learning: Ossification in the climate change regime. Global Envi-
ronmental Politics, 6(1), 1–22.

DeSombre, E. R. (2000). Domestic sources of international environmental policy: Industry, environmen-
talists, and U.S. power. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism and collec-
tive rationality in organizational fields. American Sociological Review, 48(2), 147–160.

Falkner, R. (2016). The Paris Agreement and the new logic of international climate politics. Interna-
tional Affairs, 92(5), 1107–1125.

Falkner, R., Stephan, H., & Vogler, J. (2010). International climate policy after Copenhagen: Towards a 
“building blocks” approach. Global Policy, 1(3), 252–262.

Finnemore, M., & Sikkink, K. (1998). International norm dynamics and political change. International 
Organization, 52(4), 887–917.

Geels, F. W. (2002). Technological Transitions as evolutionary reconfiguration processes: A multi-level 
perspective and a case-study. Research Policy, 31(8–9), 1257–1274.

Geels, F. W. (2010). Ontologies, socio-technical transitions (to sustainability), and the multi-level per-
spective. Research Policy, 39(4), 495–510.

Geels, F. W. (2014). Regime resistance against low-carbon transitions: Introducing politics and power 
into the multi-level perspective. Theory, Culture & Society, 31, 21–40.

Geels, F. W., Elzen, B., & Green, K. (2004). General introduction: System innovation and transitions to 
sustainability. In B. Elzen, F. W. Geels, & K. Green (Eds.), System innovation and the transition to 
sustainability theory evidence and policy (pp. 1–18). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Global Commission on the Economy and Climate. (2014). The new climate economy. http://newcl imate 
econo my.repor t/. Accessed May 11, 2015.

Gordon, D. (2013). Between local innovation and global impact: Cities, networks, and the governance of 
climate change. Canadian Foreign Policy Journal, 19(3), 288–307.

Gordon, D. (2015). An uneasy equilibrium: The coordination of climate governance in federated systems. 
Global Environmental Politics, 15(2), 121–141.

Graham, E. R., Shipan, C. R., & Volden, C. (2012). The diffusion of policy diffusion research in political 
science. British Journal of Political Science, 43(3), 1–29.

Hacker, J. S. (2002). The divided welfare state: The battle over public and private social benefits in the 
United States. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Hale, T. (2016). All hands on deck: The Paris Agreement and nonstate climate action. Global Environmen-
tal Politics, 16(3), 12–22.

Hale, T., & Roger, C. (2014). Orchestration and transnational climate governance. Review of International 
Organization, 9, 59–82.

Hoffmann, M. (2011). Climate governance at the crossroads: Experimenting with a global response after 
Kyoto. New York: Oxford University Press.

Huitema, D., Jordan, A., Massey, E., Rayner, T., Van Asselt, H., Haug, C., et al. (2011). The evaluation of 
climate policy: Theory and emerging practice in Europe. Policy Sciences, 44(2), 179–198.

Jacobsson, S., & Lauber, V. (2006). The politics and policy of energy system transformation—Explaining 
the German diffusion of renewable energy technology. Energy Policy, 34(3), 256–276.

Jordan, A. (2009). Revisiting … The governance of sustainable development: Taking stock and looking for-
ward. Environmental and Planning C: Government and Policy, 27(5), 762–765.

Jordan, A. J., Huitema, D., Hildén, M., Van Asselt, H., Rayner, T. J., Schoenefeld, J. J., et al. (2015). Emer-
gence of polycentric climate governance and its future prospects. Nature Climate Change, 5(11), 
977–982.

Jordan, A., & Matt, E. (2014). Designing policies that intentionally stick: Policy feedback in a changing 
climate. Policy Sciences, 47(3), 227–247.

Jordan, A., Wurzel, R. K. W., & Zito, A. R. (2003). ‘New’ instruments of environmental governance: Pat-
terns and pathways of change. Environmental Politics, 12(1), 1–24.

Keck, M., & Sikkink, K. (1998). Activists beyond borders: Transnational advocacy networks in interna-
tional politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Keohane, R. O., & Victor, D. (2011). The regime complex for climate change. Perspectives on Politics, 9(1), 
7–23.

Kingdon, J. W. (1995). Agendas, alternatives, and public policies (2nd ed.). New York: Longman.
Kivimaa, P., Hildén, M., Huitema, D., Jordan, A., & Newig, J. (2017). Experiments in climate governance—

A systematic review of research on energy and built environment transitions. Journal of Cleaner Pro-
duction, 169, 17–29.

Levi, M., & Murphy, G. (2006). Coalitions of contention: The case of the WTO protests in Seattle. Political 
Studies, 54(4), 651–670.

http://newclimateeconomy.report/
http://newclimateeconomy.report/


210 Policy Sci (2018) 51:189–211

1 3

Levin, K., Cashore, B., Bernstein, S., & Auld, G. (2012). Overcoming the tragedy of super wicked prob-
lems: Constraining our future selves to ameliorate global climate change. Policy Sciences, 45(2), 
123–152.

Mahoney, J. (2000). Path dependence in historical sociology. Theory and Society, 29(4), 507–548.
March, J. G., & Olsen, J. P. (1998). The institutional dynamics of international political orders. Interna-

tional Organization, 52(4), 943–969.
Meadowcroft, J. (2007). Who is in charge here? Governance for sustainable development in a complex 

world. Journal of Environmental Policy Planning, 9(3–4), 299–314.
Meadowcroft, J. (2009). What about the politics? Sustainable development, transition management, and 

long term energy transitions. Policy Sciences, 42(4), 323–340.
Meadowcroft, J. (2011). Engaging with the politics of sustainability transitions. Environmental Innovation 

and Societal Transitions, 1(1), 70–75.
Meckling, J., Kelsey, N., Biber, E., & Zysman, J. (2015). Winning coalitions for climate policy. Science, 

349(6253), 1170–1171.
Meyer, J. W., Frank, D. J., Hironaka, A., Schofer, E., & Tuma, N. B. (1997). The structuring of a world envi-

ronmental regime, 1870–1990. International Organization, 51(4), 623–651.
Overdevest, C., & Zeitlin, J. (2014). Assembling an experimentalist regime: Transnational governance inter-

actions in the forest sector. Regulation & governance, 8(1), 22–48.
Page, S. E. (2006). Path dependence. Quarterly Journal of Political Science, 1(1), 87–115.
Pan-Canadian Framework for Clean Energy and Climate Change: Canada’s Plan to Address Climate 

Change and Grow the Economy. (2017). Adopted by Canada’s first ministers (except Saskatchewan).
Patomäki, H. (2006). Realist ontology for future studies. Journal of Critical Realism, 5(1), 1–31.
Pierre, J., & Peters, B. G. (2000). Governance, politics and the state. New York: Palgrave.
Pierson, P. (2004). Politics in time: History, institutions, and social analysis. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press.
Pouliot, V. (2011). Multilateralism as an end in itself. International Studies Perspectives, 12(1), 18–26.
Rabe, B. (2004). Statehouse and greenhouse: The emerging politics of American climate change policy. 

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.
Rabe, B. (2007). Beyond Kyoto: Climate change policy in multilevel governance systems. Governance, 

20(3), 423–444.
Rabe, B. (2008). States on steroids. Review of Policy Research, 25(2), 105–128.
Rayner, S. (2010). How to eat an elephant: A bottom-up approach to climate policy. Climate Policy, 10(6), 

615–621.
Sabel, C. F., & Victor, D. G. (2017). Governing global problems under uncertainty: Making bottom-up cli-

mate policy work. Climatic Change, 144(1), 15–27.
Sabel, C. F., & Zeitlin, J. (2008). Learning from difference: The new architecture of experimentalist govern-

ance in the EU. European Law Journal, 14(3), 271–327.
SDSN. (2014). Pathways to deep decarbonization. http://deepd ecarb oniza tion.org. Accessed May 11, 2015.
Selin, H., & VanDeveer, S. (2005). Canadian and US environmental cooperation: Climate change networks 

and regional action. American Review of Canadian Studies, 35(2), 353–378.
Seto, K. C., Davis, S. J., Mitchell, R., Stokes, E. C., Unruh, G., Ürge-Vorsatz, D., et  al. (2016). Carbon 

lock-in: Types, causes, and policy implications. Annual Review of Environment and Resources, 41, 
425–452.

Shi, X. (2010). Carbon Footprint labeling activities in the East Asia summit region: Spillover effects to less 
developed countries. Unpublished paper presented at the international workshop on carbon footprint 
of products in East Asia, Tokyo, Japan.

Shove, E. (2010). Beyond the ABCs: Climate change policy and theories of social change. Environment and 
Planning A, 42(6), 1273–1285.

Shove, E., & Walker, G. (2007). Caution! transitions ahead: Politics, practice and sustainable transition 
management. Environment & Planning A, 39(4), 763–770.

SLoCaT. (2014). Interview with Gunjan Parik, Director of Transport Initiative at C40 Cities Climate Lead-
ership Group. http://sloca t.net/ascen -tinte rview -gunja n-parik . Accessed May 12, 2015.

Stokes, L. C. (2013). The politics of renewable energy policies: The case of feed-in tariffs in Ontario, Can-
ada. Energy Policy, 56(May), 490–500.

Tarrow, S. (2005). The new transnational contention: Movements, states, and internationalization. New 
York: Cambridge University Press.

Tozer, L. (2016). Power and politics in decarbonization pathway: The case of the climate group’s smart 
2020 initiative. Working Paper 2, Environmental Governance Lab, Munk School of Global Affairs.

Tozer, L. (2018). Waterfront Toronto and the transformation of the Green Building Market. Working Paper 
4, Environmental Governance Lab, Munk School of Global Affairs.

http://deepdecarbonization.org
http://slocat.net/ascen-tinterview-gunjan-parik


211Policy Sci (2018) 51:189–211 

1 3

The Carbon Trust. (2015). The Carbon Trust annual report 2014/2015. http://www.carbo ntrus t.com/media 
/67200 9/annua l-repor t-2014-2015.pdf. Last accessed January 14, 2016.

Thelen, K. (2003). How institutions evolve: The political economy of skills in Germany, Britain, The United 
States, and Japan. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Turnheim, B., Berkhout, F., Geels, F., Hof, A., McMeekin, A., Nykvist, B., et al. (2015). Evaluating sustain-
ability transitions pathways: Bridging analytical approaches to address governance challenges. Global 
Environmental Change, 35, 239–253.

United Nations Environment Program. (2017). The Emissions Gap Report 2017. United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP), Nairobi.

Unruh, G. C. (2000). Understanding carbon lock-in. Energy Policy, 28(12), 817–830.
Upham, P., Kivima, P., Mickwitz, P., & Åstrand, K. (2014). Climate policy innovation: A sociotechnical 

transitions perspective. Environmental Politics, 23(5), 774–794.
van der Ven, H., Bernstein, S., & Hoffmann, M. (2017). Valuing the contributions of nonstate and subna-

tional actors to climate governance. Global Environmental Politics, 17, 1–20.
Vergez, A. (2011). Product Environmental Footprint Policy in France: Current developments. Unpublished 

paper presented at the Asia-Korea Carbon Footprint Partnership Program, Seoul, South Korea.
Victor, D. G. (2011). Global warming gridlock: Creating more effective strategies for protecting the planet. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Vogel, D. (1995). Trading up: Consumer and environmental regulation in a global economy. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press.
Voytenko, Y., McCormick, K., Evans, J., & Schliwa, G. (2016). Urban living labs for sustainability and low 

carbon cities in Europe: Towards a research agenda. Journal of Cleaner Production, 123, 45–54.
Watts, M. (2014). Denmark and New York City fight climate change through cleantech partnership. http://

clean techn ica.com/2014/10/14/denma rk-new-york-city-fight -clima te-chang e-clean tech-partn ershi p/. 
Accessed May 13, 2015.

Weaver, K. (2010). Paths and forks, or chutes and ladders? Negative feedbacks and policy regime change. 
Journal of Public Policy, 30(2), 137–162.

Weible, C., & Sabatier, P. A. (Eds.). (2014). Theories of the policy process (3rd ed.). Boulder, CO: West-
view Press.

Widerberg, O., & Johannes, S. J. (2016). The expanding field of cooperative initiatives for decarbonization: 
A review of five databases. WIREs Climate Change, 7(4), 486–500.

Young, O. R. (1991). Political leadership and regime formation: On the development of institutions in inter-
national society. International Organization, 45(3), 281–308.

Zelli, F., & van Asselt, H. (2013). Introduction: The institutional fragmentation of global environmental 
governance: Causes, consequences, and responses. Global Environmental Politics, 13(3), 1–13.

http://www.carbontrust.com/media/672009/annual-report-2014-2015.pdf
http://www.carbontrust.com/media/672009/annual-report-2014-2015.pdf
http://cleantechnica.com/2014/10/14/denmark-new-york-city-fight-climate-change-cleantech-partnership/
http://cleantechnica.com/2014/10/14/denmark-new-york-city-fight-climate-change-cleantech-partnership/

	The politics of decarbonization and the catalytic impact of subnational climate experiments
	Abstract 
	Subnational experimentation and the shifting global response
	The politics of decarbonization
	The political pathways of decarbonization
	Unit of analysis: governance experiments
	Targets
	Political mechanisms
	System effects I: Scaling
	System effects II: Entrenchment


	Illustrative examples along three trajectories
	Reinforcing carbon lock-in in Colorado’s new energy economy?
	Improving carbon lock-in through the unintended consequences of carbon labeling22
	Decarbonizing copenhagen through multilevel action?
	Forward theorizing

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments 
	References




