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The politics of domestic climate governance: making
sense of complex participation patterns
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ABSTRACT
This article reviews literature on six actor groups engaged in domestic mitigation
governance. It evaluates the usefulness of three climate governance models:
market failure, socio-technological transition and public support. For each
group, three modes of action are considered: influencing, decision-making and
implementing. The public support model is found to best capture the wide
range of actors and real-world, complex participation patterns of domestic
climate governance. The socio-technological transitions and market failure
models in their narrow focus on political and business actors ignore the
influencing roles of other groups, such as climate advocacy organizations, anti-
climate action groups, Indigenous people’s organizations and labor unions.
However, they offer more insight on actor engagement in decision-making
and implementation, roles mostly ignored by the public support model.
Overall, more systematic comparative research is needed on a wider range of
actors, on domestic climate governance in the global South, on differences
across countries, sectors and policy domains and on interactions between actors.

KEYWORDS Climate governance; climate policy; climate politics; climate transition; policy
implementation; socio-technological transition

Introduction

Climate change increasingly shapes the growth strategies pursued by states
and impacts the daily lives of citizens in profound ways. Since the Paris Agree-
ment in 2015, climate mitigation and adaptation have become a standard part
of domestic governance repertoires and agendas, with countries adopting ever
increasing policy targets, strategies and instruments (Iacobuta et al., 2018). Con-
currently, there has been a significant growth in literature documenting the
emergence of climate governance, understood as ‘the structures, processes,
and actions through which private and public actors seek to mitigate and
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adapt to climate change’ (International Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021).
Research has focused on the levels of ambition embodied in domestic climate
governance efforts (Flagg & Rudel, 2021), the combination of policy instruments
leading to ambitious mitigation efforts (Meckling et al., 2015) and the evolution
of domestic institutions for climate governance (Dubash et al., 2021). We comp-
lement this focus on institutions, policy instruments and outcomes with a
review of the actors engaged in domestic climate governance.

While extensive research on the roles of individual actor groups in promot-
ing or hindering governance efforts exists there have been few attempts to
organize this material in a systematic way to offer a high-level account of
who carries out domestic climate governance. We consequently lack a com-
prehensive understanding of who shapes domestic climate governance, and
how it operates and varies across states.

Boasson and Tatham (2022) present three core models of domestic climate
governance: market failure, socio-technological transitions and public support.
We review the wide-ranging empirical literature on domestic climate govern-
ance actors to assess the extent to which the three models accurately capture
participation patterns of domestic climate governance. We also seek to identify
gaps in the literature to direct future research efforts. To make our task manage-
able we concentrate on domestic mitigation efforts and exclude research on
climate adaptation. We also limit our review to six actor groups, selected to
represent established and emerging constituencies. The established groups
include politicians, business organizations, climate advocacy organizations
and anti-climate action groups, which have been engaged in domestic miti-
gation governance since the 1990s. The two emerging groups – Indigenous
peoples’ organizations and labor unions – are increasingly prominent.

Below we outline the key characteristics of the three models of domestic
governance and explain our review methodology. We summarize existing
research on the six highlighted actor groups, followed by a discussion of
how the three models capture the evolving landscape of domestic mitigation
governance. We find that the models emphasize different aspects of climate
governance as it has evolved. For capturing the range of actors engaged in
domestic climate mitigation the public support model is most helpful as it
captures and depicts the increasingly contested nature of climate govern-
ance. We also find some clear gaps in the scope of the existing literature,
which remains dominated by studies from the global North and lacks
robust, systematic comparative analyses of the ways actors engage in govern-
ance processes in different policy settings and geographic areas.

Domestic climate governance: models and modes of action

Models of domestic climate governance have evolved over time, offering
shifting assessments of the challenge presented by climate change, of
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potential solutions and of the key actors engaged in climate politics. The
market failure model, rooted in economics, characterizes climate change
as a problem of misaligned incentives and a failure of collective action
(Stavins, 2011). In order to internalize carbon pollution, government auth-
orities must cooperate to enact policies to correct imperfect market signals
(Nordhaus, n.d.). Carbon pricing is the key tool adopted by legislators and
governments. In contrast, under the socio-technological transition model,
rooted in innovation and transition studies, the primary domestic climate
governance challenge is overcoming the inertia of fossil-fuel based industrial,
infrastructural and social systems. In order to cut GHG emissions, major
changes are required in the energy, transport, food and waste systems that
structure modern society (Köhler et al., 2019). Solutions can be found in tech-
nology, process and system innovation and disruption (Geels, 2019). Finally,
according to the public support model, grounded in political science and
sociology, climate governance results from contests between a broad
range of actors engaged in a host of political and even existential conflicts
(Brulle, 2019; Colgan et al., 2021; Mildenberger, 2020; Rosenbloom & Rinsc-
heid, 2020). The public support model depicts climate governance as politi-
cally charged like other major societal changes such as industrialization or
the creation of the welfare state.

To compare the key actors and activities privileged by the models, we
focus on three key modes of action: influencing, decision-making and imple-
menting. Influencers seek to affect, sustain or change climate governance.
Policy cycle analysts tend to understand influencing as agenda-setting, occur-
ring early on in governance processes, when actors seek to shape how a
policy is framed and perceived before it is negotiated and eventually
adopted or rejected (Kingdon, 1995; Knill & Tosun, 2012, p. 106). However,
the later stages of policy-making may also be subject to influence, for
instance, through a re-definition of how decisions are understood. Actors
can use multiple channels to exert influence, such as participation in public
consultations, the generation and dissemination of (dis)information, advo-
cacy and protest activities, and direct contact with decision-makers. Finally,
actors do not have to be successful to qualify as influencers.

Decision-makers set rules via bargaining or deliberation on targets, strategies
and instruments (Knill & Tosun, 2012, pp. 121–133). While political executives
and legislators are typically regarded as the primary decision-makers (Iacobuta
et al., 2018), an increasing number of non-governmental actors participate
through partnerships (Forsyth, 2010), voluntary agreements (Krarup & Rame-
sohl, 2002), certification (Pattberg &Widerberg, 2016) or other voluntary initiat-
ives. Because climate governance seeks to reform highly technical and complex
sectors, and these reforms themselves are complex and often spanmultiple jur-
isdictions, decision-makers may have a limited understanding of the conse-
quences of their decisions (Stokes, 2020, p. 5).
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Implementers carry out decisions and note what happens thereafter (Hill &
Hupe, 2014). Implementation studies show that decisions may be radically
transformed during the implementation phase (Hill & Hupe, 2014). We
have adopted a broad understanding of implementation that encompasses
agencies implementing government decisions; states, provinces or cities
giving effect to national objectives; or the enacting of decisions delegated
to private actors, or corporate units carrying out decisions made by higher
hierarchical levels within a corporation. Note that we only include actors
who carry out implementation in the term ‘implementers’, those that aim
to influence implementation are ‘influencers’.

These modes of action help to clarify the different actor groups privileged
by the three models of domestic climate governance. The market failure
model suggests that mitigation governance is a simple process in which the
ambitions and price-levels of carbon-pricing schemes are set by politicians,
the key decision-makers, acting on scientific advice (Boasson & Tatham,
2022) and influenced by business and environmental advocacy communities.
Business actors, as implementers, then adjust to the policy instruments pro-
duced (Stavins, 2011). The socio-technological transition model of climate gov-
ernance theorizes that both business and politicians are involved as decision-
makers, although ‘green’ industries take the lead as influencers (Geels et al.,
2016; Sovacool et al., 2020). Like the market failure model, businesses are the
primary implementers (Boasson et al., 2021; Hochstetler, 2020), although
given the focus on industrial transitions, labor is also involved in implemen-
tation (Grubert, 2020). Climate advocacy groups are given attention as influen-
cers in some contributions (Boasson, 2015), while other groups are generally
ignored. Finally, the public support model acknowledges a wider array of
actors, primarily in an influencing role. Domestic climate governance is
largely shaped by actors whose survival is at stake; hence it results from ‘exis-
tential politics’ where holders of climate-forcing assets, such as oil fields, clash
with holders of climate-vulnerable assets, such as coastal property (Colgan
et al., 2021, p. 587). Others emphasize contests between traditional interest
groups, such as business, labor and political parties on one side, and disruptive
social movements on the other (Mildenberger, 2020; Rosenbloom & Rinscheid,
2020). The model suggests that multiple actors take part in climate govern-
ance, exerting influence and seeking to be decision-makers. Assumptions on
implementation are less clear. Table 1 shows the six key actor groups con-
sidered in this review and summarizes the roles ascribed to them by the
different models of domestic climate governance.

Review methodology

To establish the empirical basis for our evaluation we used a two-stage review
process. First, focusing on research published since 2010, we searched for
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contributions on the wide range of actors engaged in domestic mitigation
governance. This search revealed the diversity of actors engaged in current
national efforts to promote GHG mitigation but also that academic attention
has only recently encompassed a wider group of actors. In the second stage
of the review process, we narrowed our focus to six groups, representing
both established and emerging actor groups; four with longer records of
engagement in climate governance and more extensive research literatures,
namely political actors, business organizations, climate action groups, and
anti-climate action groups, and two groups that have become more promi-
nent in recent years, Indigenous peoples’ organizations, and labor unions.
Extensive literature searchers indicate that these groups have been subject
to more research than other relatively new actors in climate governance.

For each group, we searched Web of Science, Scopus and Google Scholar,
using the broad search terms: ‘NAME OF GROUP’ + ‘climate change/policy/
politics/governance’, and iterations thereof. For instance, for the business
section we used these search words: (business* OR corporat* OR firm*)
AND (‘climate change’ or ‘Greenhouse gas’), and these terms by title:
(business* OR corporat* OR firm*) AND (‘climate change’ or ‘Greenhouse
gas’). To offset potential oversights in the search engines and search strategy
we also applied snowballing, checking all works cited in the initially identified
contributions. Additionally, we contacted leading scholars outside our own
networks that had published on the actors in domestic climate governance
covered in this review to ensure key publications were not omitted. We
initially reviewed abstracts to ensure the article was appropriate for inclusion
and then carried out a more detailed review to determine the merits of each
piece. Given the unevenness in the existing literature across groups, our

Table 1. Key actors and their modes of action across domestic climate governance
models.

Domestic climate governance models

Market failure
Socio-technological

transition Public support

M
od

es
of

ac
tio

n

Es
ta
bl
is
he
d

ac
to
rs

Political actors Decision-makers Decision-makers/
implementers

All three roles

Business organizations Influencers/
implementers

All three roles All three roles

Climate advocacy
organizations

Influencers Influencers Influencers

Anti-climate action
groups

No role No role Influencers

Em
er
gi
ng

ac
to
rs

Labor unions No role Implementers Influencers/
decision-makers

Indigenous peoples’
organizations

No role No role Influencers/
decision-makers

Source: Authors’ own.
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analytical strategy was integrative, focused on synthesizing the key insights
from the existing literature (Torraco, 2005).

Theory versus practice: evaluating the three models

Synthesizing the literatures provided an empirical basis for evaluating the
extent to which the three governance models reflect past and present reali-
ties of domestic mitigation governance. Each discussion is organized around
the key activities of influencing, decision-making, and implementing and con-
cludes with an assessment of the gaps revealed in the three governance
models.

Political actors

The term political actors denotes political party organizations, legislative
assemblies and committees, governmental executives and political leaders
of government ministries (Boasson, 2015, pp. 38–46). An extensive literature
shows that politicians at different levels of governance are powerful climate
policy influencers. The work on political parties and climate tends to focus
upon the emergence of a partisan divide, especially but not exclusively in
the US (Birch, 2020; Huber, 2020; Kenny, 2020; Tranter, 2017). Party position-
ing matters because it shapes domestic political agendas (Dunlap et al., 2016;
McCright & Dunlap, 2011) and may contribute to policy gridlock (Klyza &
Sousa, 2013). The positioning of political leaders is important for transmitting
cues to the electorate (Guber, 2017). Leaders can positively drive (Hochstetler
& Viola, 2012; Okereke et al., 2019) or impede policy development (Ferrante &
Fearnside, 2019; Selby, 2019).

Governmental executives and legislatures at federal, state and local levels
are key decision-makers, but there is variation in whether legislative assem-
blies or executives have the last word (Aamodt & Stensdal, 2017; Bang
et al., 2015; Boasson et al., 2021). Legislatures may block or weaken policy
(Bailey, 2019; Crowley, 2017) or more positively encourage or adopt it
(Carter & Childs, 2018; Crowley, 2017). A key cause of inaction or passivity
of legislators is the limited political salience of climate change amongst the
public (Willis, 2020). High salience tends to motivate politicians to steer
climate governance development, while low political salience can enable
other actors to take the lead (Boasson, 2015; Boasson et al., 2021). The
Paris Agreement of 2015 saw states decide their own emissions targets via
nationally determined contributions, which empowered an array of substate
actors (Gordon & Johnson, 2017) and saw a rapidly burgeoning literature on
multi-level and poly-centric governance (Bulkeley, 2015; Chan et al., 2015;
Jordan et al., 2018) and hybrid multi-lateralism emerge (Kuyper et al.,
2018). Specifically, urban engagement and experiments in climate
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governance (Castán Broto & Bulkeley, 2013) generated a huge and varied lit-
erature (see Castán Broto &Westman, 2020 for a review), illustrating the ways
in which urban actors seek to influence policy and act as decision-makers in
local and municipal contexts. However, the findings of this literatures remain
mixed on how effectively municipal actors make a difference to climate gov-
ernance and how this varies across policies and geography. Whilst there is
limited research on the role of national level politicians in policy implemen-
tation, it is clear that municipal level politicians and sub-national legislatures
play a crucial role in shaping local implementation and in addressing gaps in
national political leadership (e.g., see Heikkinen et al., 2019; Lee & Koski, 2012;
MacNeil, 2021).

The literature confirms that political actors are important decision-makers,
who play a more pervasive role in climate governance than the market failure
and the socio-technological transitions models suggest. Politicians are not
mere decision-makers, they are also important influencers. Whilst they also
act as implementers we know less about their importance in this respect. It
is uncertain how political actor behavior varies across countries, climate
issue-areas and political systems, especially as the literature tends to focus
on the global North. There is also a gap in knowledge about how their role
may change over time as climate governance matures.

Business organizations

Business organizations, including for-profit enterprises and associations that
aggregate and represent their interests in politics, have received significant
scholarly attention for their role in climate governance. Research initially
focussed on the influencing role of business organizations. Business exerts
influence via its central role in maintaining economic growth (Paterson &
P-Laberge, 2018), through financial support, lobbying activities, and social
and business connections (Brulle, 2018; Gullberg, 2008; Kim et al., 2016),
and through issue framing and shaping public opinion (Dunlap & McCright,
2015; Farrell, 2016; Supran & Oreskes, 2017). However, business influence
varies across domestic political institutions (Christoff & Eckersley, 2011;
Purdon, 2015), with some political systems enabling veto coalitions by
well-organized incumbent sectoral interests (Perrow, 2010), while others
are more open to challenger firms (Hochstetler & Kostka, 2015). Case
studies document business influence across a range of national contexts,
including the US (Downie, 2018; Dunlap & McCright, 2015; Kim et al., 2016;
Nasiritousi, 2017; Supran & Oreskes, 2017), EU (Boasson & Wettestad, 2013),
Australia (Ayling, 2017), China and India (Blondeel & Van de Graaf, 2018). In
these settings, business has mostly sought to obstruct climate-policy devel-
opment, although some business organizations provide and advocate for
climate solutions, such as renewable energy, energy efficiency and carbon
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removal. At times, renewable energy industries have even succeeded in
influencing public policy more than large fossil-fuel actors, for instance in
Germany (Leiren & Reimer, 2018), the EU (Boasson et al., 2021), the US
(Stokes & Breetz, 2018), the Nordics (Kooij et al., 2018) and Japan (Li et al.,
2019).

Business organizations also interact closely with political actors as imple-
menters. Most research in this area focuses on business participation in
market-based policy mechanisms. Firm size and capacity predict business
responses to carbon pricing initiatives (Hultman et al., 2012; Niederberger &
Saner, 2005), as do patterns of state-corporate relations (Benney, 2015;
Engels et al., 2008). However, there is little systematic research on business
compliance with such initiatives or their effectiveness in changing business
practices (Green, 2021; for an exception see Wettestad & Gulbrandsen,
2017). Indeed, it appears that some organizations have exploited design
flaws in climate policies to continue GHG polluting behavior, for instance in
the early phases of the EU Emission Trading Scheme (Boasson & Wettestad,
2013). Business also plays a key implementing role in the development of
new technology. In the energy field, renewable support schemes have been
deployed to promote carbon free technologies (Lyon, 2016; 2015), countering
existing subsidies that tend to favor fossil-fuel technologies (Coady et al.,
2017). In Europe, this has resulted in many utilities developing renewables
and supporting the continuation of renewable support schemes (Boasson
et al., 2021). Here too, there has been exploitation by business of policy
design flaws, e.g., in US states (Stokes, 2020, p. 25) and Poland (Boasson
et al., 2021). Finally, businesses are central to the implementation of standards.
Government-industry coordination enabled more ambitious fuel efficiency
standards in Europe and Japan versus the US (Iguchi, 2015), while it hindered
transformative technological change in Germany compared to the US (Meck-
ling & Nahm, 2018). Building codes and efficiency standards drive behavior in
the building sector (Berardi, 2017), although established supplier relationships
may act as a barrier to change (Biggart & Lutzenhiser, 2007).

Private climate governance, spearheaded by business and through
private-public partnerships, also makes business organizations decision-
makers. GHG emissions disclosure is the most prevalent form (Hahn et al.,
2015) of private climate governance and has become standard practice
among leading corporate actors globally, although reporting rates vary dra-
matically from country to country (Pulver & Benney, 2013) and across
sectors (Backman et al., 2017). Disclosure is sometimes accompanied by
target setting, ranging from pledges to achieve carbon neutrality or to
reduce carbon intensity per unit of product (Gouldson & Sullivan, 2014).
While awareness of climate change is high across the globe, particularly
among large corporations, rhetoric regarding carbon targets, emissions
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reductions and climate-related business opportunities outpaces changes in
business practices (Doda et al., 2016; Lister, 2018).

In aggregate, this body of research aligns with all three models of domestic
climate governance, each of which assigns business a central role. The socio-
technological transition model best characterizes the foundations of business
influence and the breadth of business engagement needed to shift to low
carbon. There is a growing recognition that decarbonization requires trans-
formed industrial policies and energy innovation rather than individual
carbon pricing initiatives. The public support model best captures the
public contention around highly visible, high-polluting industry targets. Yet
the global proliferation of carbon pricing schemes suggests that implement-
ing carbon pricing policies is a common mode of business engagement in
domestic mitigation governance (Thisted & Thisted, 2020; World Bank,
2022). Research gaps still exist: corporations in high GHG-emitting sectors,
operating in large economies (Ihlen, 2009; Patchell & Hayter, 2013) have
attracted the most attention. The small number of large, highly polluting cor-
porations that seek to obstruct climate governance and the equally small
number of large green corporations leading private governance initiatives
are often assumed to be the template for business behavior in general.
However, as domestic climate governance has progressed from target
setting to implementation, most businesses engage in mitigation governance
as implementers of climate policies, without taking on an active role as
influencers or decision-makers. More research is needed on small and
medium-sized firms and business organizations across all sectors and
across a range of economies.

Climate advocacy organizations

Some climate advocacy organizations are established environmental organiz-
ations, albeit with differing origin stories (Longhofer et al., 2016), financial
models (Bloodgood & Tremblay-Boire, 2017) and positions on climate issues.
Other organizations only work with one or a few climate issues (Moor et al.,
2020).

Many climate action organizations seek to influence public policy (Moor
et al., 2020; Wahlström et al., 2013), although they also target fossil-fuel pro-
ducers, universities, corporate boards and investment funds (Dentoni et al.,
2018; Fisher & Nasrin, 2021; Rosenbloom & Rinscheid, 2020). Moreover,
their tactics vary considerably. Some apply broadly accepted modes of
influence, such as lobbying, legal challenges and shareholder activism
(Bratton & McCahery, 2015; Mildenberger et al., 2019; Olzak et al., 2016;
Yildiz et al., 2015). Others utilize more confrontational tactics, such as boycot-
ting and direct action (Cock, 2019; Fisher, 2019; Fisher et al., 2018; Hadden &
Jasny, 2019; O’Brien, 2018; Swim et al., 2019).
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Some studies indicate that climate advocacy organizations have a positive
effect on reducing carbon emissions, but causal mechanisms remain under-
explained (Fisher & Nasrin, 2021; Grant & Vasi, 2017). The influence of environ-
mental organizations is enhanced if they succeed in framing an issue
(Boasson, 2015), forcing decision-makers to compensate major climate
losses with smaller climate victories (Boasson, 2015), create broad advocacy
coalitions (Aamodt & Stensdal, 2017; Tjernshaugen, 2011) or when
decision-makers under-estimate challenger technologies (Leiren & Reimer,
2018; Stokes & Breetz, 2018). Calls for more radical climate measures, can
strengthen the climate agenda of moderate climate action organizations
(Schifeling & Hoffman, 2019). Domestic environmental organizations tend
to exercise greater influence in democracies and while international environ-
mental groups are portrayed as having a generally positive effect, this finding
is less strong in developing countries (Longhofer et al., 2016).

There was an upsurge in climate activism in the 2010–2020 period,
especially from 2018 as Greta Thunberg’s Fridays For Future saw record
numbers joining protests (Fisher & Nasrin, 2021; Moor et al., 2020). In
addition, a range of new groups emerged calling for phase-out, divestments
and destabilization of fossil-fuel investments and structures (Rosenbloom &
Rinscheid, 2020).

When it comes to decision-making, climate advocacy organizations rarely
have a formal role, but some big international environmental organizations
have participated in private climate governance initiatives, such as forest
management partnerships (Forsyth, 2010), certification of products
(Dentoni et al., 2018), corporate GHG emission reduction strategies (Comi
et al., 2015) and greening supply chains (Van Huijstee et al., 2011). There is
limited coverage of whether and how pro-climate organizations act as imple-
menters, with the exception of ‘naming and shaming’ strategies that seek to
increase countries’ compliance with international climate obligations (i.e.,
Carbon Tracker, 2019).

Climate action groups are clearly much more prominent in climate govern-
ance than suggested by either the market failure or socio-technological tran-
sition models. However, research indicates they primarily act as influencers,
although they also sometimes act as decision-makers. The lack of research
on climate organizations acting as decision-makers and implementers
could suggest that this is not their core focus but given the limited research
it is difficult to draw a definitive conclusion.

Anti-climate action groups

Organizations established to undermine climate science and/or oppose
climate governance and action are treated as anti-climate action organiz-
ations. There is an extensive literature on the US, where these groups have
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been present since the late 1980s and have made an increasing imprint on
climate governance development (Boussalis & Coan, 2016; Brulle, 2014,
2019; Farrell, 2016). They include think-thanks, philanthropic foundations or
looser activist networks, and some have the sole purpose of countering
climate mitigation action (Almiron & Xifra, 2019).

Many US anti-climate organizations are financed by business (Brulle, 2014),
and tend to have influence over flows of resources, communication and infor-
mation (Farrell, 2016; Farrell et al., 2019). There are limited data about the
links between anti-climate organizations and business outside of the US
(Almiron & Xifra, 2019). Some research indicates that business organizations
play a less pervasive role in spurring anti-climate organizations in Europe. For
instance, the French Yellow vests movement was sparked by opposition to a
carbon tax proposal (Chamorel, 2019). In Norway, grass-root organizations
have emerged to campaign against toll-roads and other measures aimed at
restricting fossil-fuel car use (Peters & Tatham, 2022).

On decision-making, several prominent anti-climate actors held posts
within the Trump administration (Farrell et al., 2019). There are limited
studies of how anti-climate actors influence the implementation of climate
measures. However, Stokes (2020) documents how anti-climate groups,
together with fossil-fuel-dominated utilities, succeeded in hindering the
implementation of renewable energy policies in several US states. Anti-
climate groups play an important role in their capacity to influence govern-
ance and can block implementation. Anti-climate actors may also pursue
decision-making powers via political office. Most research on anti-climate
groups has focused on the US, making it difficult to determine whether the
US is an outlier or illustrative of wider patterns. There is some evidence
that anti-climate activities are spreading (Forchtner, 2019).

Emerging constituencies

During the 2010s, new domestic climate governance actors emerged, but
remain under-researched. Here, we review the research literature on two
such groups: labor and Indigenous peoples’ organizations.

Labor represents employees, from private and public organizations, indi-
vidual unions and federations. This field is dominated by studies of labor
unions’ efforts to influence climate policy. Some authors study how unions
have contributed to the emergence of pro-climate policy framings such
as ‘climate justice’ and ‘green new deal’ (Hampton, 2018; Markey &
McIvor, 2019; Stevis & Felli, 2015), developed positions and programs on
climate change (Räthzel et al., 2018; Snell & Fairbrother, 2010; Stevins,
2013), campaigned for specific climate measures (Clarke & Sahin-Dikmen,
2020, pp. 410–411) and formed alliances and networks with pro-climate
actors or other sector-specific groups (Jost & Jacob, 2004; Stevis, 2018).
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Other findings are more nuanced, for instance, Glynn et al. (2017) find that
some European labor unions have promoted new climate policy initiatives,
while others have tried to block such initiatives (see also Hampton, 2018;
Houeland & Jordhus, 2020). Mildenberger (2020) presents a contrasting
view, arguing that labor undermines the emergence of ambitious climate
policy concluding that ‘climate policy-making has been systematically cap-
tured by carbon-intensive businesses and labor actors’ (Mildenberger, 2020,
p. 3).

Labor unions may also be decision-makers, either because they are inter-
woven with certain political parties or because the political system gives
them formal decision-making power over labor market issues, but there
are limited studies of how this dynamic affects climate governance (for an
exception see Glynn et al., 2017, p. 17). There is also relatively limited
research on the role of unions as implementers, although there is some evi-
dence of labor unions facilitating policy implementation in the UK
(Hampton, 2018, pp. 475–476) and Denmark and Germany (Clarke &
Sahin-Dikmen, 2020, pp. 408–409).

Indigenous peoples’ organizations represent communities, peoples and
nations that ‘have a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial
societies that developed on their territories’ and ‘consider themselves distinct
from other sectors of the societies now prevailing on those territories’ (United
Nations, 2004 in Schroeder, 2010, p. 2). These groups have primarily been
studied in relation to forest management. We know that Indigenous
peoples’ organizations have influenced the development of REDD+ policies
through opposition (Reed, 2011) and participation in consultation processes
and multi-stakeholder bodies (Astuti & McGregor, 2015; Bushley, 2014;
Gebara et al., 2014; Jodoin, 2017; Kashwan, 2015). Indigenous peoples have
been excluded from national REDD+ readiness processes in some countries
(Jodoin, 2017; Pham et al., 2014). In addition, some scholars have studied Indi-
genous peoples’ opposition to the extraction and transportation of fossil fuels
on traditional lands (Bebbington & Bury, 2013; Claeys & Delgado Pugley, 2017;
Coryat, 2015; Hindery, 2013; Wood & Rossiter, 2017) and opposition to large-
scale climate mitigation projects that may affect traditional rights and lands
(Brannstrom et al., 2017; Moreira et al., 2019; Zárate-Toledo et al., 2019).
Studies of the deployment of small-scale renewable energy initiatives by Indi-
genous communities open the possibility of decision-making and imple-
menting roles (Thornton & Comberti, 2017).

Overall, the literature indicates that labor and Indigenous peoples’ organ-
izations do influence climate governance. However, the literature is insuffi-
ciently developed to enable us to draw robust conclusions about their
roles as decision-makers and implementers. Nevertheless, our findings
suggest that the market-failure and socio-technological transition models
are too narrowly focused to capture these groups.
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Discussions and conclusion

We have evaluated how accurately the three models capture past and present par-
ticipation patterns of domestic climate governance.We provided a high-level syn-
thesis of the literature on six groups, organized around three modes of action:
influencing, decision-making and implementing. Overall, our review clearly
demonstrates that participation patterns in domestic climate governance are
far more complex than those suggested by the more established market
failure and socio-technological transition models. While these accurately
capture the prominence of political and business actors in mitigation govern-
ance, they ignore the wider range of constituencies shaping current climate poli-
tics, as illustrated by Table 2, which summarizes the findings of the empirical
literature.

Table 2 shows that the newly emerging public support model best cap-
tures the participation patterns of contemporary climate governance. Our
findings thus echo critiques of the market failure approach, highlighting its
inability to capture real-world climate politics and governance (Aklin & Mil-
denberger, 2020; Bernstein & Hoffmann, 2019; Colgan et al., 2021). Likewise,
the socio-technological transition model fails to capture the diversity and
complexity of the politics involved and the broad range of actors implicated
in climate governance. These conclusions support recent self-critique from
transitions scholars (e.g., Köhler et al., 2019; Roberts & Geels, 2019).

While the public support model best captures the range of actors and
complexity of the politics of domestic climate governance, particularly as it
relates to influence, the other two models offer in-depth analysis of patterns
in decision-making and implementation. In particular, the socio-technological
transition model better reflects the empirical finding that both political and
business actors play multiple roles in domestic mitigation governance.

Table 2. Key actors and their modes of action in the empirical literature.
Review of empirical literature

M
od

es
of

ac
tio

n

Es
ta
bl
is
he
d

ac
to
rs

Political
actors

All three roles

Business
organizations

All three roles

Climate
advocacy
organizations

Primarily influencers

Anti-climate
action groups

Primarily influencers

Em
er
gi
ng

ac
to
rs

Labor
unions

All three roles

Indigenous
peoples’
organizations

All three roles

Source: Authors’ own.
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Political actors are indeed decision-makers and implementers and business
take on all three roles. This is not so surprising, given that climate governance
is often centered on industry change and renewable energy development
(Boasson et al., 2021; Hochstetler, 2020; IPCC, 2022). Missing, however, is rec-
ognition that these shifts in industry and infrastructure are unfolding in mul-
tiple local contexts, each characterized by its own set of political, private
sector, and civil society stakeholders and socio-environmental histories. The
market failure model captures the narrowest slice of domestic climate gov-
ernance activities, in the sense that political actors and business play more
roles in climate governance than expected, and other actors also participate.
Still, it is noteworthy that the policy prescribed by the market failure model,
carbon pricing, is steadily diffusing.

Our findings suggest the need to refine and develop the public support
model. Whilst the expectation that political actors and business play all
three roles in climate governance seems robust, we need more research to
identify the conditions that affect when and how actors play significant
roles. For example, the literature suggests that some actors who influence
governance rarely act as decision-makers and implementers. It is conse-
quently important to determine the conditions that may enable these
actors to participate more extensively in climate governance.

In addition to assessing the applicability of the three models, we have also
sought to identify gaps in the literature to direct future research efforts. Notable
gaps include: the role of pro- and anti-climate organizations especially in
decision-making and implementation; and more broadly the role of Indigen-
ous peoples’ groups and labor organizations and other emerging actor
groups. Maybe most importantly, the existing empirical literature does not
allow us to conclude if and when broad participation will hinder or enable
ambitious climate governance. As implementation of domestic mitigation
governance matures and climate ambition increases more empirical cases
will become available to allow researchers to explore this key question.

We have identified an overall lack of systematic qualitative and quantitat-
ive comparative research on climate governance (for exceptions see: Boasson
et al., 2021; Hochstetler, 2020; Mildenberger, 2020), which limits our ability to
draw conclusions on the relative importance of actors across countries,
modes of action, policy domains and time. For example, it may be that pol-
itical actors, business and advocacy organizations behave differently in the
sphere of renewable energy than carbon pricing, but due to the lack of sys-
tematic cross-issue area comparisons, we do not (yet) know whether this is
the case. Moreover, domestic climate governance research is heavily biased
towards a few developed countries, limiting the national political contexts
for which we have comprehensive actor data. Also needed are analyses
that track the evolution of climate governance over time: Will political
actors accelerate emission reduction trajectories? How will business and
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labor respond as the transition progresses? Will climate justice figure more
prominently in implementation?

Finally, we know far too little about the relationship between the actors par-
ticipating in climategovernance, and the importanceofnetworks andcoalitions.
A range of theoretical approaches examining inter-relationships between actors
have been proposed (e.g., Boasson et al., 2021; Mildenberger, 2020; Pulver,
2017), but this research is still in its infancy. A notable gap concerns how
various civic actors relate to changes inpopular sentiments, and the relationship
between civil society on theonehand, andvoters, citizensandconsumerson the
other. Consequently, there is stillmuchwork to dobeforewegain a comprehen-
sive understanding of who does climate governance.
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