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a b s t r a c t

This article demonstrates how power can be conceptualized in multi-level climate governance and de-
velops a power-based analytical framework for climate policy making. Effective climate governance
requires action at multiple levels. Whereas multi-level governance enables us to cover the complex
relations between actors across these levels, multi-level governance scholars have done little to explicitly
conceptualize power. This study translates insights from traditional pluralist power theorists to multi-
level governance research in order to explore how power can be investigated in complex climate
governance arrangements. A three dimensional power-based approach is developed and applied to the
field of climate policy making with the help of a mapping exercise. In conclusion, investigating the
distribution of hard and soft power resources, capacities and power relations within and across different
jurisdictional levels allows us to systematically explore the role of power in climate governance.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Environmental policymaking has changed dramatically over the
last three decades. At latest since the 1980s global threats like
climate change or ozone layer depletion put pressure on national
sovereignty. Global environmental regimes have emerged to com-
plement national policy making, landmarked by the Rio Earth
Summit in 1992. The effects of climate change are transboundary
and managing them are far beyond any national government’s
control. Not surprisingly, action against global warming and am-
bitions to tackle “the greatest collective action problem mankind
has ever faced” (Dannenberg, 2014, p.591) can be observed across
multiple levels and involves a huge diversity of actors. This includes
e among others e international organizations, transnational
companies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), communities
and consumers. Due to slow progress with the negotiations for an
internationally binding post-Kyoto climate agreement over the last
decade, environmental governance research sheds more and more
light on the role of transnational networks and subnational activ-
ities. The adoption of the Paris Agreement in 2015 and recent ad-
vancements concerning its ratification again shifts the focus to the
importance of national governments and the international level.

Social scientists provide a vast variety of frameworks to capture
the overwhelming complexity in climate policy making. Issues like
e.
participation, coordination, policy implementation, regime effec-
tiveness and bottom up development are discussed. Multi-level
environmental governance acknowledges that state and non-state
actors at different levels and within different forums shape global
climate policy making (W€alti, 2010). Polycentric governance de-
scribes how many different centers of decision making form a
complex institutional arrangement for governing common-pool
resources (Ostrom, 2009). More economic perspectives discuss
the need for emissions trading systems and respective policies for
effective emissions reduction (Jiang et al., 2016) or discuss the role
of emissions reduction schemes at subnational levels (Zeng et al.,
2016). J€anicke et al. (2015, p.3) propose a multi-level climate
governance approach that is “based on a coalition of government,
business and civil society actors operating at all levels of the global
multi-level system of climate governance” to enable the diffusion of
environmental innovations.

Although these multi-level coalitions and climate politics in
general largely depend on various issues of power, existing power
theories gained surprisingly little attention in climate governance
research so far. Benz et al. (2009, p.18) admit that traditional power
theories have been rarely recognized in governance research.
Although power-related aspects like regulatory competencies,
financial capacities or inter-jurisdictional conflicts are at the heart
of climate politics, climate governance frameworks often lack an
explicit conceptualization of power. This conceptual article sheds
light on how power can be investigated in complex climate
governance arrangements. Aiming at bridging the divide between
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traditional power theory and contemporary climate governance
research, an analytical framework for investigating power in multi-
level climate governance is presented here. This article illustrates
how pluralist power theories with a dedicated focus on power in
central-local relations can be incorporated into a multi-level
governance framework.

Following a brief literature review about the lack of power
conceptualization in multi-level environmental governance (sec-
tion 2), this article proposes an idea of how to integrate power into
multi-level governance (section 3) to then discuss the role of po-
wer in climate policy making with the help of a rough mapping
exercise (section 4). Concluding remarks wrap up potentials and
limitations of the approach and propose directions for further
research (section 5).

2. Background: conceptualizing multi-level governance

Numerous theoretical frameworks address the challenges for
effective policy making and implementation within complex
governance arrangements with multiple levels of decision making.
Okereke et al. (2009) argue that conceptualizing complex climate
governance needs to go beyond the international regime context,
because more and more non-nation-state actors shape climate
politics. Dealing with international regimes, global governance
scholars like Zürn (2010) address the challenges for the provision of
transnational common goods. The multi-level perspective in tran-
sitions studies focuses on niche-regime-level interventions for a
systemic transition towards sustainability (Geels, 2011). Studies on
federalism and decentralization further elaborate on political de-
cision making in complex multi-level systems. Deductive theorists
“challenge the efficiency of monopolistic, territorially fixed, and
nested governments” (Hooghe and Marks, 2003, p.235) and pro-
pose flexible jurisdictions instead (Casella and Weingast, 1995).
J€anicke et al. (2015) translate the potentials and opportunities of
multi-level governance to the field of climate change.

Multi-level governance refers to an approach first used by
scholars like Marks (1992) and Jordan (1998) in the 1990s. Since
then, “literature has mushroomed” (Stephenson, 2013, p.818) and
has mainly been used in the context of European integration to
better understand the “EU as a political system” (Nykvist, 2008,
p.5). Environmental governance is a particularly prevalent policy
field and represents “the second most-studied policy in connection
with multi-level governance” (Piattoni, 2010, p.139). Environ-
mental issues are not left alone to national government planning,
but are shaped by global and subnational decisions. International
regimes and global NGOs put pressure on national governments to
cope with global environmental threats like climate change. Global
networks facilitate knowledge exchange. Local businesses and cit-
izens associations influence mayors and other subnational decision
makers through protests, network relations, scientific reports or
media campaigns. Regions can learn from each other (Smith, 2007)
and municipalities around the world have set up their own climate
action plans (Schreurs, 2010). Multi-level climate governance also
influences businesses and their practice of corporate social re-
sponsibility (Leventon et al., 2015). Potentials and synergies
significantly depend on modes of coordination across jurisdictional
levels. This is of particular interest for multi-level environmental
governance scholars (Ohlhorst and Tews, 2013). Other main themes
include conflicts arising from complex governance arrangements
(Conzelmann and Smith, 2008) or the links between stakeholder
participation and the effectiveness of governance structures in
terms of performance (Newig and Fritsch, 2009).

Multi-level governance systems are frequently being described
as enabling environments for social and environmental innovations
due to higher chances for learning, competition and
experimentation (Gray, 1973). Multiple jurisdictions can facilitate
the credibility of policy commitments (Pollack, 1997) and compete
for innovative solutions (Weingast, 1995). Marks and Hooghe
(2004, p.16) argue that “the dispersion of governance across mul-
tiple jurisdictions is both more efficient than, and normally supe-
rior to, central state monopoly”, because governance must operate
at multiple scales in order to capture variations in the territorial
reach of policy externalities. However, multi-level governance
structures do not only provide “efficiency-enhancing properties”,
but also hold the “potential to fragment the policy process and
multiply veto points” (W€alti, 2004, p.600). This might eventually
weaken the policy making process.

Multi-level governance research can be criticized for its lack of
novelty and for “being an amalgam of existing theoretical state-
ments” (Jordan and Fairbrass, 2004, p.152). The concept lacks
“predictive powers, asserting that it offered little explanation of
causality” (Stephenson, 2013, p.818). Multi-level governance
“largely remains at a pre-theoretical stage” (Jessop, 2005, p.61) and
“appears incapable of providing clear predictions or even expla-
nations […] of outcomes in the governance process” (Peters and
Pierre, 2004, p.88). This makes it a rather descriptive analytical
approach for investigating decision making structures instead of
being a theoretical concept for explaining or predicting outcomes.
According to Jordan and Fairbrass (2004, p.152) multi-level gover-
nance “only hints at what might prove to be the reason”. Due to the
lack of a clearly defined or universally accepted theoretical foun-
dation, concepts and theories from other fields like power theory
are desperately needed to advance multi-level governance research
(Brunnengr€aber and Walk, 2007, p.341). Decision making in com-
plex governance systems is inextricably linked to questions of po-
wer. Benz et al. (2009, p.52) highlight this connection, but multi-
level governance analyses often fall short of stressing it explicitly.
It seems as if “power [is] often neglected in the governance liter-
ature” (Arts and Tatenhove, 2004, p.340).

The distribution of power among relevant actors in a multi-level
climate governance system is essential for the formulation and
implementation of programs, plans and policies related to climate
change. Power resources and capacities can vary greatly at different
levels; veto-players can block decisions; competition and conflict-
ing interests shape policy outcomes. Multi-level governance
scholars are particularly interested in the “power, position and role
of the nation state” (Bache and Flinders, 2004), but they fail to
explicitly conceptualize power. For the field of environmental
governance, some researchers like Nastar and Ramasar (2012)
already incorporate power theories into their empirical in-
vestigations, but these efforts remain exceptions. Smith et al.
(2005) link power and agency to the membership of socio-
technical regimes, resource interdependencies between actors,
and expectations about future socio-technical developments. Re-
sources that are required to induce significant socio-technical
change are unevenly distributed among different actors across
multiple levels. Such a perspective should be fruitful to integrate
aspects of power into multi-level governance concepts.

3. Theory: integrating power into multi-level governance

Political decision making in complex multi-level governance
arrangements can be understood as a process of coordination be-
tween different actors at multiple jurisdictional levels, rather that
autonomous forms of government within these levels (Benz et al.,
2009, pp.22e33). Such a perspective unveils the relational
dimension of power and provides a fruitful analytical framework
for investigating the scale and functionality of mechanisms for
coordination between at least partly interdependent levels. Taking
advantage of its conceptual and theoretical fuzziness, multi-level
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governance provides a useful starting point for constructing a
theoretical framework about the role of power in complex climate
governance. Governance refers to sustaining coordination and
coherence among a wide variety of actors with different interests
and objectives. With the changing role of the nation state “the
erosion of traditional bases of political power” (Pierre, 2000, p.1)
represents the core element of governance. “What previously were
indisputably roles of government are now increasingly seen as
more common, generic, societal problems which can be resolved by
political institutions but also by other actors” (Pierre, 2000, p.4).

The differentiation between various levels is a key concept in
multi-level governance. These levels refer to “political-territorial,
administrative units with defined vertical hierarchies or horizontal
coordination” (Brunnengr€aber and Walk, 2007, p.18). Empirical
analyses investigate the formalized and informal processes of de-
cision making within these governance arrangements. Governance
is organized in “nested jurisdictions” (‘type I’ governance according
to Marks and Hooghe, 2004, p.16) and “is concerned with power
sharing among a limited number of governments operating at just a
few levels” (Hooghe and Marks, 2003, p.236). Jurisdictions bundle
competencies at a limited number of territorial levels. Policy out-
comes are not the product of central government decisions alone,
but are also shaped by local government interests (Rhodes, 1996,
p.657).

The quest for coordination remains a central dilemma in multi-
level governance systems. Coordination is required due to potential
spillovers in terms of positive or negative externalities across
jurisdictional levels and “to avoid socially perverse outcomes”
(Hooghe and Marks, 2003, p.239). The more jurisdictions are
involved in a decision making process, the higher are the costs for
coordination. Defectors become harder to control or to sanction
and problems of free riding can occur more frequently. Theoretical
concepts need to enlighten the ‘functional logic’ and ‘mechanisms’
behind governance (Benz et al., 2009, p.50). Functional logic de-
scribes the process and result of decision making, including rules
and institutions as well as actors and patterns of interaction.
Identifying relevant actors at the global, the national and the sub-
national level as well as their patterns of interaction represents a
first important step for analyzing and better understanding climate
governance arrangements. Beyond such a relational perspective (on
power), insights from pluralist power theorists provide further
helpful categories to explicitly conceptualize power.

3.1. Defining power in complex climate governance

Integrating power-related aspects into a multi-level climate
governance framework puts power into the context of the complex
and “wicked” (B€ocher and Nordbeck, 2014) collective action prob-
lem of climate change. Power can be analyzed from various angles
and perspectives. Three dimensions are discussed here: hard and
soft power resources, the capacity to make use of these resources,
and macro-societal structures which shape the policy field of
climate change.

Power represents one of themost “essentially contested” (Lukes,
1995, p.26) subjects in political science. Myriads of concepts,
diverse theories and different interpretations make it impossible to
develop an all-encompassing approach for power in multi-level
climate governance. Instead of proposing a one fits all analytical
approach, this article aims at identifying and operationalizing
specific power categories to develop a framework that enables re-
searchers to integrate power-related aspects into their analyses.
Whereas scholars like Haugaard (2002) argue that power is too
versatile to be narrowed down to a single definition and should
instead be best understood as a family resemblance concept, this
article follows a rather programmatic and simplistic working
definition: Power is understood here as an actor’s ability to achieve
or at least to affect a certain outcome. Outcomes refer to any col-
lective action against climate change. The Paris Agreement
(UNFCCC, 2015) provides a useful point of reference for evaluating
outcomes.

Weber (1978 [1922], p.53) defines power as “the probability that
one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry
out his ownwill despite resistance, regardless of the basis onwhich
this probability rests.” For Parsons (1967, p.331), power is
“conceived as a generalizedmedium of mobilizing commitments or
obligation for effective collective action” that “depends on the
institutionalization of authority.” According to Scott (2001, p.5),
“power is, at root, a capacity.” Avelino (2011, p.69) conceptualizes
power as an actor’s ability “tomobilize resources to realize a certain
goal” and achieve a preferred outcome. Morris (2002, p.299) wraps
up his idea about power by stating that “everything that needs to be
said about power can be said by using the idea of the capacity to
effect outcomes.”

To specify outcomes or collective action against climate change,
effort for climate mitigation or adaptation can and should be
related to international agreements like the Kyoto Protocol or the
Paris Agreement. Keeping “the increase in the global average
temperature to well below 2 �C above pre-industrial levels”
(UNFCCC, 2015 p.3) formulates a clear overarching goal for collec-
tive action. Power can be related to an actor’s ability to achieve or
affect this outcome. The power of public authority and govern-
ments at different jurisdictional levels is defined as their ability to
shape and enforce legally binding decisions that help to achieve
climate-related outcomes. In addition, the power of non-state ac-
tors can be defined as their ability to affect climate politics related
to the 2 �C target. They can either foster or prevent respective ac-
tion. In a complex governance environment collective actors cannot
shape or achieve outcomes without resistance. “Rather, outcomes
emerge from the conflict of multiple actors motivated to pursue
competing ends” (Mahoney, 2004, p.474). Power issues shape
climate governance in numerous ways under the existing interna-
tional climate regime. Power struggles between sovereign nations
characterize international negotiations, domestic pressure from
various interest groups for or against stronger climate policies also
shapes a national government’s position. Climate-related outcomes
are also influenced by transnational networks, global companies
and local governments.

Never (2013, p.219) follows a multidimensional approach when
analyzing power in global climate governance. Whereas ‘instru-
mental power’ refers to an actor’s ability to directly influence
others, ‘structural power’ allows actors to change the rules of the
game. ‘Discursive power’ enables actors to change perceptions and
preferences of other actors. This article proposes another three-
dimensional approach to investigate power in multi-level climate
governance. On the structural dimension, relevant governance
structures within the existing climate regime need to be consid-
ered. An actor’s ability to achieve or affect outcomes depends on its
position within this governance arrangement, links to other levels
and modes of coordination with other actors. This can also be
described as a relational perspective on power. On the resource
dimension, power depends on different hard and soft power re-
sources. These include constitutional and regulatory resources as
well as the ability to influence discourses and shape the political
agenda. For example, environmental organizations might have no
formal constitutional or regulatory resources to formulate and
implement climate legislation, but they have considerable power
through various modes of communication by which they can keep
certain topics on the public agenda and pressurize decisionmakers.
Finally, the capacity dimension of power defines an actor’s ability to
effectively use its own power resources. This is an important
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distinction, because having resources alone is not sufficient to
achieve outcomes which largely depends on finance, trained staff
and information. For example, national governments especially in
developing countries can be powerful in terms of resources, but
they struggle to implement climate policies due to a lack of
knowledge, money and bureaucratic infrastructure.

Over the decades, different authors have developed a number of
power concepts that distinguish between ‘faces’, ‘dimensions’ or
‘circuits’ of power. Dahl (1957) argues that political power is shared
among various collective actor groups in a broad decision making
process. Adding a second dimension of power, Bachrach and Baratz
(1962) highlight the role of agenda-setting by elites and their ability
to keep topics off the agenda. Consequently, not only decisions, but
also non-decisions are the result of power struggles. Lukes (1995)
further develops that perspective by adding a third face of power
that encompasses processes of preference-shaping. Issues cannot
only be kept off the agenda, but they can even be prevented from
emerging in people’s minds through efforts of manipulation, in-
formation or the propagation of specific norms and values.
Following this interpretation, power can be defined more broadly
as an actor’s ability to achieve outcomes by getting other actors to
do something what they would otherwise not have done (Lukes,
1995). Climate governance can be conceptualized as the result of
a constant struggle between pluralist interest groups that is char-
acterized by bargaining, coalition building and compromise.

3.2. Three dimensions of power

Arts and Tatenhove (2000) have developed a ‘policy arrange-
ment approach’ to understand the interplay between resources,
capacities and structures in political decision making. Policy ar-
rangements are framed as “the ordering of a specific policy field in
terms of agents, resources, rules and discourses” (Arts and
Tatenhove, 2004, p.341) that influences decision making. Political
decisions are conceptualized as the result of the interplay between
structural changes and day-to-day practice. Power covers both “the
asymmetrical distribution of resources in a society” as well as “the
ability of actors to mobilize resources in order to achieve certain
outcomes in social relations” (Arts and Tatenhove, 2004, p.343).
This is similar to Scott’s (2001, p.4) differentiation “between exer-
cising power and holding power.” Arts and Tatenhove (2004)
distinguish between three layers of power: Relational power de-
scribes how outcomes are achieved by agents that interact with
each other, dispositional power encompasses the distribution of
resources and rules in a system, and structural power comprises
overarching arrangements that structure a decision making pro-
cess. This article suggests a slightly different analytical model for
multi-level climate governance: Since power is defined as an actor’s
ability to achieve or affect outcomes to tackle the collective action
problem of climate change, this power depends on resources, ca-
pacities and macro-societal structures.

3.2.1. Power depends on resources
Arts and Tatenhove (2004, p.346) argue that the concept of re-

sources is “intrinsically related to the one of ‘power’”, because
“agents need to mobilize resources in order to be able to act and
intervene.” Resources include not only hard e and obvious e re-
sources like financial or political power, but also soft resources like
the power of arguing and persuasion. Rhodes (1986) distinguishes
between five sets of resources that provide a useful categorization
here: constitutional-legal resources (formally given by constitu-
tion), regulatory resources (administrative rules, control, enforce-
ment), financial resources (expenditure, taxes, grants, borrowing),
political resources (public support, representation) and profes-
sional or informational resources (skills, material, land). Whereas
constitutional, regulatory and political resources are considered to
be hard resources that are required to effectively enforce climate
legislation, financial and professional resources can also be seen as
capacities that enable agents tomake use of their resources. Beyond
these hard resources, less obvious, but nonetheless important soft
forms of power resources influence climate policy making. Lukes
(1995) identifies agenda setting (i.e. to bring topics on or keeping
them off the political agenda) and framing (i.e. associate and link
certain aspects to a topic) as crucial soft power resources. As an
example for the field of climate change, Busch (2009) demonstrates
how the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) secretariat strategically influences the agenda of climate
change negotiations despite its lack of hard power resources in
international climate governance.

3.2.2. Power depends on capacities
The mere distribution of resources in a given system does not

say a lot about an actor’s ability to achieve certain outcomes.
Giddens (1984) argues that power goes far beyond the mere exis-
tence and accumulation of resources. He explains the ‘duality of
power’ by describing power as something that “is not a quality or a
resource of people, or a position in the social structure, but a social
factor which influences both these components of human society
and is also created by them” (Sadan, 1997, p.38). The role of ca-
pacities is included in this power analysis to better understand how
agents can or cannot mobilize their power resources as categorized
above. As long as actors are not able to or do not have the capacity
to make use of their resources, they cannot execute power. Ca-
pacities refer to aspects like knowledge, skills or personnel, but a
sharp distinction between resources and capacities is not always
possible and depends on the context. The ability to inform,
communicate or even manipulate other agents’ bias towards a
specific topic like climate change can be described as capacities.
Personnel capacity (staff, skills, training, education), information
capacity (data, statistics, models) and financial capacity (available
funds, bankability, solvency) are useful categories here. Vink et al.
(2013) have investigated the role of knowledge and learning in
climate change adaptation governance literature. They conclude
that more research about these aspects is desperately needed.

3.2.3. Power depends on macro-societal structures
Beyond the availability of resources and the ability of agents to

make use of these resources in order to achieve or affect policy
outcomes in one or the other direction, power is embedded into
overarching historical and societal structures and institutions that
constitute their identities and determine the range of possible
options for decision making. Structural power refers to “the way
macro-societal structures shape the nature and conduct of agents,
being both individuals and collectivities” (Arts and Tatenhove,
2004, p.350). While these structures are generally broad and
include formal and informal institutions, rules of the games and
even discourses, they are reduced here to key structural elements
derived from multi-level governance research. Various structural
elements that shape decision making in a multi-level climate
governance arrangement are considered here. This includes the
relevant stakeholders and collective actors that exist, different
jurisdictional levels and a variety of formal and informal patterns
of coordination. Climate governance is characterized by the
absence of a single powerful actor and determined by a constant
process of coalition building and the establishment and decay of
changing alliances. Such a relatively weakly institutionalized
setting leads to a highly fragile system. Effectively achieving out-
comes becomes a key challenge in such a volatile environment.
Multi-level governance scholars claim that the success or failure of
effective climate governance largely depends on issues of



J. Marquardt / Journal of Cleaner Production 154 (2017) 167e175 171
coordination, participation and relations within and beyond the
UNFCCC regime. These aspects are related to the structural
dimension of power which refers to interdependencies, conflicts
and coordination between actors and jurisdictional levels that are
involved in climate politics. J€orgensen et al. (2015) use exemplary
case studies to demonstrate how governance structures shape the
way subnational climate action is framed and implemented. Since
local jurisdictions become increasingly important in international
climate politics, central-local relations need to be considered more
thoroughly. “The changed nature of these relations in an era of
governance” (Laffin, 2009, p.35) requires further research that
focuses more “on the changing role of local bureaucrats in the
light of externalization and network involvement” (Agranoff, 2013,
p.57). Insights from research about power in central-local relations
can advance this debate. For example, Rhodes (1986, p.99) defines
a local authority’s dependency upon a central department “to the
extent that it needs the resources controlled by the department
and cannot obtain them elsewhere.” No matter how powerful a
central department might be, “it is dependent to some degree on
that local authority” (Rhodes, 1986, p.99). To understand the
relative power of interaction between the central government and
local authorities, Rhodes (1986, p.100) suggests to analyze “the
availability, distribution and substitutability of resources.” Another
dimension of central-local relationships covers more procedural
perspectives, including (often unwritten) rules of the game and
the agents’ strategies “for imposing upon the other level of gov-
ernment its preferences concerning the time of, the conditions for,
and the extent of the exchange of resources” (Rhodes, 1986, p.106).
Discretion defined as “the room for decisional manoeuvre
possessed by a decision-maker” (Rhodes, 1986, p.108) also shapes
central-local relations.

Although such a conceptualization assumes a rationalistic and
causal understanding of power, objectively measuring power or
describing it as a causal effect within the limits of defined struc-
tures and agency remains challenging (Torfing, 2009), because
power is also established and constructed through “identities and
social relations” (Howarth, 2010, p.324). Analyzing these factors
requires an in-depth analysis of social values, norms and dis-
courses related to climate change. Power-based approaches can
enhance our understanding for how structures and agents shape
complex climate governance. Integrating insights from power
theories into a multi-level governance framework means
exploring the role of structures, resources and capacities for
achieving outcomes. It also means carrying out explicitly what
most multi-level governance researchers implicitly know already:
that power matters.

Political decision making in complex governance arrangements
depends on the distribution of resources, varying goals, interests,
expectations and values, processes of exchange, strategies as well
Table 1
Power resources and capacities in multi-level climate governance.

Power dimension Structures Res

Focus of analysis Complex governance structures Dis
Key question What are the relevant governance

structures that shape climate politics?
How
am

Elements of interest Jurisdictional levels
▪ national government
▪ provincial government
▪ municipal government
Central-local relations
▪ Inter-jurisdictional

coordination and conflicts

Ha
▪

▪

▪

Sof
▪

▪

Source: table compiled by the author (adapted from Marquardt, 2016).
as discretion. The power-based multi-level governance approach
developed here takes into account how different dimensions of
power (structures, resources and capacities) shape climate politics.
Table 1 summarizes the differentiation between the three di-
mensions of power. These dimensions are far from being all-
inclusive, but they should help scholars to take aspects of power
more seriously when analyzing complex climate governance.

The following mapping exercise represents a first thought
experiment that applies this three-dimensional approach to policy
making in multi-level climate governance.

4. Mapping the role of power in climate policy making

Interactions across multiple levels, scales and sectors are char-
acteristic for climate governance. Decision making, policy formu-
lation and implementation are the result of complex relations
between multiple actors with different preferences, interests and
power. How can various dimensions of power be mapped in such a
complex environment?

Representing a long-term and conflictual process with changing
coalitions, diverse interests and fragile power relations, climate
negotiations under the UNFCCC provide an excellent opportunity
for mapping the role of power in multi-level climate governance.
This could be done at different points of time (e.g. by linking issues
of power to the failure of the Copenhagen Climate Change Con-
ference in 2009) or with a focus on specific collective actors (such
as the European Union) and coalitions (such as the Alliance of Small
Island States). The framework developed here can also be applied to
trace how power shapes the progress with the UNFCCC Parties’
‘nationally determined contributions’ (NDCs) or the implementa-
tion of the Paris Agreement that was adopted in 2015 and has
already been ratified by 141 of 197 countries at the end of March
2017. In any empirical case, understanding the role of power in
climate governance requires a highly qualitative, discursive and
context-specific approach. The mapping exercise below provides a
first thought experiment about how to apply the framework, but
much more specific and empirically grounded studies are impera-
tive to test, critically reflect and further develop the approach.

As outlined above, exploring the role of power in climate policy
making requires three consecutive steps: First, the relevant actors
and actor groups at different jurisdictional levels, their position
within the multi-level governance arrangement and their in-
teractions need to be identified (structural dimension of power).
Second, the distribution of hard and soft power resources should be
mapped (resources). Third, the actors’ ability to mobilize their re-
sources needs to be discussed (capacities). For the more general
mapping exercise undertaken below, resources and capacities are
aggregated for different jurisdictional levels instead of a more
detailed actor-specific investigation.
ources Capacities

tribution of resources Ability to mobilize resources
are power resources distributed

ong different jurisdictional levels?
How is the ability to mobilize
power resources distributed
among different jurisdictional levels?

rd power resources
constitutional resources
regulatory resources
political resources
t power resources
agenda-setting
framing

Capacities
▪ trained staff
▪ financial capacity
▪ information
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1. Mapping governance structures. Climate policy making in-
volves a huge variety of governmental and non-governmental ac-
tors at the global, the national and the local level. Climate
negotiations under the UNFCCC are dominated by national dele-
gations that represent sovereign entities and hold an exclusive
right to vote for or against an international treaty. However, their
perceptions, positions and decisions are directly and indirectly
shaped by the UNFCCC secretariat, NGOs, epistemic communities,
city networks, transnational companies and so on. Although the
legislative power to adopt or refuse an agreement lies exclusively
with the national governments’ representatives, the ability to name
and shame, the chance to coordinate and the potential to form
coalitions lies with different actor groups in the international arena.

At the global level, the existing climate regime under the
UNFCCC as well as other international (environmental, trade etc.)
regimes form legally binding agreements that also need to be
considered. Global NGOs, multinational companies and trans-
national networks also shape climate policy making through
lobbying and mainly informal channels of consultation and infor-
mation. They put pressure on national governments, coordinate
scattered activities around the world or set certain topics on the
international agenda that serve their own interests. Regional or-
ganizations like the European Union, the African Union or the As-
sociation of Southeast Asian Nations aim to harmonize their
member states’ climate change policies, activities and attitudes and
thus also shape national positions to a certain degree.

At the national level, central governments are the key deter-
minant when it comes to climate policy making, but their actual
power can be highly fragmented due to competing ministries and
bureaucracies. Depending on the country’s political system a
coherent position requires strong forms of horizontal coordination.
Adding to that, various private and non-governmental interest
groups aim to influence the policy making process.

Below the national level, various levels of government (states,
municipalities, villages) are crucial especially for implementing
climate policy. Their preferences are shaped by community
organizations as well as individuals. Climate policy making thus
requires substantial efforts in terms of interjurisdictional coordi-
nation. Schreurs and Tiberghien (2007) argue that a decentralized
governance structure of the European Union led to a process of
mutual reinforcement and effective climate change mitigation. For
the case of Norway, Hanssen et al. (2013) demonstrate how local
actors consider multi-level coordination for the field of climate
change. Fig. 1 provides a very general overview on these structural
elements of power in climate policy making.

2. Mapping the distribution of resources. Constitutional and
Fig. 1. Governance structures for climate policy making.
Source: Figure developed by the author.
regulatory resources for climate policy making are highest at the
national level due to the national governments’ key role not only
during international negotiations, but also because of their primary
competence to formulate and implement legally binding legisla-
tions. They hold the power to develop climate related policies,
establish incentive structures for climate-friendly action and
impose sanctions within their country’s jurisdiction. Depending on
the degree of centralization, considerable regulatory and political
power resources can also be found at the local level. Constitutional
rights for subnational legislations and direct elections at subna-
tional levels occurs in decentralized and federal political systems. In
particular rapidly developing and increasingly relevant countries in
terms of global greenhouse gas emissions (e.g. India, Indonesia or
Brazil) have seen an increasing devolution of power to the local
level (Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2006). Effective climate policy
implementation becomes a great challenge in these decentralized
political systems due to fragmented power resources and missing
bureaucratic infrastructure at subnational levels. To better track the
adoption and implementation of climate mitigation policies under
these conditions the World Resources Institute has developed a
comprehensive ‘Climate Policy Implementation Tracking Frame-
work’ (Barua et al., 2014).

In addition to that, soft power resources shape climate policy
making. At the international level, the ability of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) to frame scientific debates
about climate change and the UNFCCC secretariat’s competencies
to influence the agenda of the negotiations are just two examples.
Beck (2016) describes the IPCC as a trendsetter for science-based
climate policy that interacts within a complex multilateral insti-
tutional framework of global climate politics. NGOs, transnational
networks and companies use a variety of channels (e.g. cam-
paigning, public pressure, media coverage) to influence the agenda
and the outcomes of climate negotiations. These are largely bound
to soft power resources and include protests, lobbying or knowl-
edge exchange. In an extensive literature review, Sch€afer (2012)
investigates how stakeholders strategically use online communi-
cation tools in the field of climate change. He concludes that robust
scientific knowledge is rare and the overall impact on the broader
public seems to be limited.

3. Mapping the ability to mobilize resources. Capacities are un-
evenly distributed across jurisdictional levels. Whereas climate-
related expertise and scientific knowledge is strongest at the
global level, local capacities for climate policy making are relatively
low. However, transnational city networks such as the International
Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) or the C40 Cities
Climate Leadership Group foster knowledge exchange and capacity



Fig. 2. Resources and capacities at different jurisdictional levels.
Source: Figure developed by the author.
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building. Kern and Bulkeley (2009) vividly show how transnational
municipal networks govern climate change within the European
multi-level governance system. They conclude that the networks’
governing capacities are critical to their success. The amount of
capacities at the national level largely depends on the country of
interest. Whereas financial, technical and informational capacities
can be high in numerous OECD countries, these are low or non-
existent in least developed countries. Bi- and multilateral donors
have conducted several capacity building programs to improve the
situation.With the adoption of the Paris Agreement in 2015, a ‘Paris
Committee on Capacity Building’ was also established under the
UNFCCC to foster capacity building efforts in developing and
especially in least developed countries (UNFCCC, 2017). The com-
mittee explicitly aims to strengthen climate-related capacity at
various jurisdictional levels. Apart from a general lack of capacities,
the ability tomobilize resources can be either centralized in a single
authority or highly fragmented when distributed among different
ministries.

Fig. 2 summarizes in a simplified manner how soft and hard
power resources (inner rings) related to climate policy making and
the actual ability to mobilize these resources (outer ring) are
distributed across the global, the national and the local level. This
represents a very general overview. Depending on the specific
context of any given case study analysis, such a mapping exercise
can look very differently.

This mapping exercise provides a very general overview on the
role of power in climate policy making and implementation. Any
empirical analysis needs to concentrate on specific levels and forms
of power. It is also essential to differentiate more precisely between
numerous actor groups to discuss their power relations more
precisely.

5. Conclusions

Although power-related aspects are already widely discussed in
climate politics, the above-mentioned studies often lack a clear and
explicit conceptualization of power that allows a more systematic
investigation of power in multi-level climate governance. This
article proposes such a conceptualization.

Addressing climate change is a complex governance challenge
that involves a number of state- and non-state actors at different
jurisdictional levelse from the very local to the global. Over the last
years, vibrant debates in governance research have revealed how
the global problem of climate change is being tackled across mul-
tiple jurisdictional levels (Corfee-Morlot et al., 2009) and how de-
velopments at different levels can reinforce progress within
complex climate governance arrangements (J€anicke, 2015). Ques-
tions of power are ubiquitous, but multi-level governance scholars
have done little to explicitly conceptualize power. Governance ar-
rangements for the ‘wicked’ problem of climate change are frag-
mented, diffuse and highly volatile. Mapping the relevant actors,
sectors and levels alone leads to a highly complex picture. Inte-
grating their relations, issues of coordination and the distribution of
power resources and capacities further increases complexity. While
acknowledging this complex environment, the power-based
analytical framework presented here needs to reduce complexity
at the same time to be a useful analytical tool for researchers and
practitioners alike.

Power is one of the most vibrant concepts in political science e

it shapes interests, determines decisions and affects outcomes in
multiple ways. This article aims at fostering a more systematic
debate about power in the complex field of multi-level climate
governance. Being a synthesis of existing and to some extend
traditional power theories, the framework presented here is not at
all without any alternative. Power categories and indicators are
subject to empirical observations and normative perceptions of the
world. Applying the framework to climate policy making remains a
thought experiment as long as we lack an in-depth empirical
analysis of the context we are interested in. No matter which
country, policy field or point of time we aim to investigate, power
resources, capacities and structures differ substantially from one
case to another. Differentiating between a resource-based, capac-
ity-related and structural dimension of power helps to focus on
these elements and discuss their relevance for the decision making
process. The approach can be used to trace if and how power-
related aspects matter in climate governance, but additional
empirical efforts are needed to quantify to what extent these aspects
play a role.

Recent climate and sustainability governance literature (e.g. Leal
Filho et al., 2016) stresses the need for good governance and
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coherent policies to achieve sustainability targets, but the role of
power remains ill-defined. Mapping the distribution of power re-
sources, capacities and power relations within and across different
jurisdictional levels allows us to systematically explore the role of
power in climate governance. Talking about veto players, frag-
mentation and power relations, the approach aims at identifying
the potentials and limitations for effective climate policy making
and implementation under various governance arrangements.
Further research activities could also link this approach to the role
of experiments in climate governance (in terms of technological
niches, policy designs and social practices) that are a key deter-
minant for sustainability transitions (Kivimaa et al., 2017). Chan
and Pauw (2014) propose a global framework for climate action
and discuss the role of non-state and subnational initiatives for
more effective climate governance. They identify weak and
powerful stakeholders, but amore precise and nuanced perspective
onwhat power actually means is needed and could be derived from
the power-based multi-level governance approach. Linking the
approach to methods for evaluating effectiveness in decision
making can be one option to operationalize the concept. The three-
stage data envelopment analysis (DEA) is already being used to
estimate low carbon economy efficiency and could benefit from
power analyses (Liu and Liu, 2016).

It is well-known for decades that investigating power in inter-
national regimes needs to go beyond the mere relation between
sovereign nation states (Keohane and Nye, 1987). Okereke et al.
(2009, p.59) repeat this claim for a more robust conceptualization
of “the nature of power in global governance” beyond the inter-
national climate regime. Catering to that demand, this article pro-
vides a power-based multi-level governance framework.
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