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ScienceDirect
The scientific literature is inconclusive with regard to whether

public participation leads to more ambitious and transformative

local climate governance. We review the scientific literature

and, for climate adaptation, interpret whether the level of

participation is associated with transformative potential of

adaptation. For mitigation, we analyze whether public

participation in local climate plans is significantly related to

local greenhouse gas reduction targets. We find that public

participation has a positive impact on both, the transformative

potential of adaptation and the ambition for mitigation. The

influence of participation on adaptation is stronger than the

influence on mitigation. Based on our review, we highlight four

conditions under which public participation can lead to

potentially transformative action and greater local climate

ambition, that is, recognition of all actors, their clear and

meaningful engagement in all decision making stages, full

decision-making power of the involved public, and the support

of a logic of welfare.
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Introduction
It seems widely acknowledged, that public participa-

tion—also termed community participation or citizen

participation—benefits local government decision mak-

ing [1]. Public participation is ‘any process that directly

engages the public in decision-making and gives full

consideration to public input in making that decision’

[2]. Often, it refers to ‘a deliberative process by which

interested or affected citizens, civil society organisations,
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and government actors are involved in policy-making

before a political decision is taken’ [3]. We use the term

‘public participation’ synonymous with citizen participa-

tion and community participation, acknowledging that

there are different types, forms and levels of participation

(see Ladder of Participation by Arnstein [4�]). These

different levels can be placed on a ‘continuum of inter-

action between government and the public, ranging from

informing and listening at one end, to implementing

jointly agreed solutions at the other; and in between

there is dialogue, debate and analysis’ [3]. Important

aspects of genuine participation is the possibility for

involved citizens to come to a shared understanding of

problems and potential solutions, and with that to change

one’s mind throughout the process, instead of just

exchanging or listening to other views [3].

Assumed benefits of public participation are related to

legitimacy [5], justice and equity of planning processes

and outcomes, greater awareness of communities about

societal problems addressed with the plan or policy, that

is, learning and empowerment, larger willingness for

community cooperation and dialogue, and increased indi-

vidual behavioral change, all with the consequence of

stronger and more resilient communities [6��,7–
11,12�,13–15]. In particular with the acknowledged cli-

mate crisis [16] and related needs for a societal transfor-

mation [17] public participation may be seen as a condi-

tion of success [6��] in transforming societies towards

climate resilience and carbon neutrality by way of local

and regional decision-making. As an example, one of the

main goals of the youth climate movement is substantially

higher climate ambition and faster mitigation action

[18,19]. Without the persistent youth strikes and related

calls for more climate action countries’ mitigation strate-

gies would not be as ambitious. The recent decision of

Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court that the country

must provide more explicit plans to reduce greenhouse

gases (GHG) emissions through to 2050, instead of 2030,

is regarded a major victory for climate youth activists [20].

Similar, for adaptation, one could assume that public

participation would lead to more ambitious adaptation,

as people at risk and affected by climate impacts might

have a large interest in planning for climate resiliency and

adaptation.

However, there are also documentations of the contrary,

that is, citizens being part of environmental decision-

making that support the status-quo [21��]. For example,

in an analysis of post-disaster recovery planning in Italy,
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2 Climate decision-making
D’Alisa and Kallis [21��] showed that the participation of

civil society in the decision-making process led to the

fortification of ‘common sense’ integral to the commu-

nity, which meant rebuilding in high-risk areas with

harder, physical interventions. These scholars argue that,

under certain conditions, public participation can lead to

maladaptive outcomes and less transformative action on

the ground [21��]. Another study by Turnhout et al. [22]

shows how certain ‘depoliticization dynamics’ in co-pro-

duction reinforce rather than alter existing unequal power

relations and thereby prevent wider societal transforma-

tion from taking place. Depoliticization refers to a domi-

nating discourse that uses rational and scientific argu-

ments to ‘convince’ a wider public and non-scientific

audience of ‘the best’ solution. A further case is provided

by Aldana Cohen [23], in relation to the experience of

New York during the recovery phase from Hurricane

Sandy. Instead of pushing for a much needed and more

transformative decarbonization, the large group of

involved stakeholders opted for traditional climate adap-

tation responses, that better fitted their respective roles

and power relations in the city. Lastly, also Wamsler et al.
[24] illustrate how efforts towards citizen involvement in

local climate adaptation planning in Sweden led to unsuc-

cessful and often ‘counterproductive’, non-transformative

sustainability outcomes due to a number of different

reasons, including ‘personal awareness and beliefs’, ‘lack

of supporting policies’, ‘lack of human and financial

resources’, ‘conflicting interests’ and ‘power structures’.

In summary, some scholars affirm how involving a great

variety of stakeholders in local climate planning helps the

drift toward transformative and less traditional practices

[15,25��], while others dichotomously note that participa-

tion and processes of co-production often fail to achieve

stated objectives of empowerment and societal transfor-

mation [6��,22].

Noting these discrepancies this paper asks: Does public

participation lead to more ambitious and transformative

local climate policy and decision-making, or rather fortify

the status-quo? What could be the conditions for making

public participation a success for more ambitious climate

action? To do so, this paper reviews positive and negative

examples of public participation and related climate

change planning processes, as well as the conditions

under which such ambitious potential can unfold. We

look at both evidence from climate change adaptation and

climate change mitigation. We define ambition for adap-

tation as aiming for ‘transformative adaptation’ and regard

‘transformative adaptation’ as adaptation actions that are

characterized by a drift from the ordinary status quo, that

introduces innovative approaches to governance (in terms

of both scale and location), transforming people and

institutions, and putting the foundations to long-term

systemic changes towards equity and sustainability

[26,27]. We define ambition for mitigation by the envis-

aged GHG reduction aim of local climate plans and
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programs, whereas higher targets signify more ambition.

However, we do not strictly distinguish between mitiga-

tion targets that would keep the status-quo—reaching the

1.5�C target, that is, carbon neutrality by 2045/2050—and

those that would go beyond this goal.

Methodology
Literature search and screening

In order to identify conditions in which ambitious local

adaptation and mitigation planning emerges, we carried

out a comprehensive literature review. Focused searches

were executed in the peer-reviewed literature platforms

Scopus and Web of Science, with the following keywords:

� participation AND local AND climate AND (mitigation OR
adaptation) AND (experience OR review)

� participation AND local AND climate AND (mitigation OR
adaptation) AND success

� inclusive AND planning AND climate AND (adaptation OR
mitigation) AND (experience OR review)

We included articles that were published since and

including 2010 and excluded those published earlier.

The search resulted in 276 (189 + 54 + 33, for each of

the three search strings above) articles in Scopus (search-

ing for ‘title, abstract, keywords’) and 249 (156 + 45 + 48,

for each of the three search strings above) in Web of

Science (searching for ‘topic’). After the removal of

duplicates, all articles were qualitatively screened for

the keywords ‘public participation, participation, commu-

nity participation, stakeholder participation, and stake-

holder integration’, appearing in the title, abstract, and in

some cases full-text. After screening, a total of 44 articles

were retained as fitting the focus of the analysis: 29 for

adaptation and 15 for mitigation. Please note that our

search strategy purposefully excluded keywords relating

to a particular sector, such energy [28–30], transport, or

others, as this would go beyond the scope (i.e. too many

potentially relevant sectors and papers to consider) and

aims of this study (i.e. sectoral papers are often very

specific in their recommendations, see, for example,

Langer et al. [29]).

Content analysis

Subsequently, the identified articles were thoroughly

reviewed and underwent content analysis. Articles were

qualitatively grouped based on common themes emerg-

ing in the papers. These themes are used to both yield a

better overview of the scholarly discussions and to iden-

tify potential conditions of success for public participation

in local climate change planning.

Additionally, the articles were clustered to the levels of

interaction described by Arnstein’s ladder of participation

[4�] using the authors’ expert judgement. The four cen-

tral clusters out of the original eight clusters of the ladder
www.sciencedirect.com



Participation can foster ambitious & transformative local climate planning Cattino and Reckien 3
turned out to be relevant for our analysis, that is, relating

to informing (3), consultation (4), placation (5), and part-

nership (6).

Moreover, using our expert judgement, adaptation arti-

cles were also coded for transformative potential based on

a binary scale, either referring to transformative potential

of public participation [1] or not [0]. As mentioned above,

we regard ‘transformative adaptation’ as adaptation

actions that are characterized by a drift from the ordinary

status quo, that introduces innovative approaches to

governance (in terms of both scale and location), trans-

forming people and institutions, and putting the founda-

tions to long-term systemic changes towards equity and

sustainability [26,27].

Statistical analyses

For the adaptation-focused papers, the indicators ‘levels

of interaction’ (coded from 3 to 6) and ‘transformative

potential’ (coded as 0 or 1), as identified in the content

analysis, are used to quantitatively assess the relationship

between public participation and adaptation ambition.

We conducted a binary logistic regression to test whether

a higher level of interaction is statistically significantly

associated with a transformative potential of the adapta-

tion measure(s) described.

With respect to mitigation, we used a different dataset

than the 15 papers identified as relevant for this topic

during literature search, as these studies do not contain

information on mitigation targets. We used a database of

local mitigation plans of a representative sample of

327 large-sized and medium-sized cities in the European

Union [31] (https://doi.org/10.17632/65h7t7sdd7.1;

https://doi.org/10.17632/8ckgb2tv8g.1). That database

reports the mitigation ambition of cities. We used the

largest targets stated in the plans in percent, including

textually provided ‘carbon neutrality’ targets which

where coded as 90% emissions reduction (based on the

current definition of carbon neutrality being reached at an

emission reduction target of between 80–100% [32]).

The content of these local mitigation plans was also

screened for information on public participation during

the planning process and subsequently coded as either

including public participation (1) or not (0). We used

binary values, as the information on participation in these

local climate plans was not as detailed as in the 29 scien-

tific articles identified through our screening process. A

linear regression was carried out, investigating whether

public participation in the local planning process (0 and 1)

is statistically significantly associated with higher local

mitigation targets (0–100%).

Results
We will first present on the common themes that emerged

from the literature review, and discuss, exemplify and
www.sciencedirect.com 
interpret these. Subsequently, we will report on the

relationship between public participation and transforma-

tive adaptation as well as public participation and ambi-

tious mitigation targets. Finally, we will use the themes to

determine potential factors of success in public participa-

tion for ambitious and transformative local climate action.

Analysis of common themes

We identified five common themes that are frequently

reported and discussed in both, the literature on adapta-

tion as well as mitigation, broadly described as:

� Diversity of citizens in local climate planning

� Benefits of local communities empowerment and

engagement

� Lack of meaningful public involvement leading to

ineffective/detrimental local climate planning

� Positive examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential

� Negative examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential.

� We hereafter describe the related issues, separately for

adaptation and mitigation planning.

Common themes regarding public participation in adaptation

planning

The above mentioned common themes and their classi-

fied papers on adaptation planning are reported in Table 1

below. Excerpts of each paper are provided as Supple-

mentary Material.

Overall, we see that six papers were classified in

‘Diversity of citizens’ role in local climate planning’; eight

papers were classified in ‘Benefits of local communities

empowerment and engagement’; six papers were classi-

fied in ‘Lack of meaningful involvement of the public

leading to ineffective or detrimental local climate

planning’; four papers were classified in ‘Positive exam-

ples of participation in regards to transformative

potential’; and six papers were classified in ‘Negative

examples of participation in regards to transformative

potential’.

� Diversity of citizens’ role in local climate planning &

Benefits of local communities empowerment and

engagement

First of all, citizens can take different roles in local

climate planning, ranging from (ordinary) members of

the civil society, to activists and/or governmental actors

[33–37]. Highlighting these different roles, multiple scho-

lars note that meaningful engagement of all citizens is

crucial in ensuring effective local climate adaptation, in

which implemented measures bring real benefits to the

population. In fact, scholars describe the most promising

cases of participation in adaptation initiatives as those in
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2021, 52:1–11

https://doi.org/10.17632/65h7t7sdd7.1
https://doi.org/10.17632/8ckgb2tv8g.1


4 Climate decision-making

Table 1

Participation and adaptation: Experts judgments regarding level of interaction with the public and resulting common themes/

interpretations

Common theme Author(s), Year, Reference Code Levels of interaction as in

Ladder of Participation

Diversity of citizens’ role in local climate planning Aguiar et al., 2018, [33] Consultation (4)

Albini et al., 2017, [60] Informing (3)

Hegger et al., 2017, [34] Partnership (6)

Mees, 2017, [35] Consultation (4)

Uittenbroek et al., 2019, [36] Placation (5)

Zhou and Mori, 2011, [37] Informing (3)

Benefits of community empowerment and engagement Andersson et al., 2013, [10] Partnership (6)

Arnstein, 1969 (Bonus: cited multiple times in

other selected papers), [4�]
/

Chu et al., 2016, [12�] Partnership (6) and Informing

(3)

Few et al., 2007, [39��] Informing (3)

Jamero et al., 2018, [40] Consultation (4)

Luis et al., 2018, [61] Informing (3)

Sherman and Ford, 2014, [38��] Informing (3) and Partnership

(6)

Vogel and Henstra, 2015, [62] Consultation (4)

Lack of clear and meaningful public participation leading to

ineffective or detrimental local climate planning

Begg, 2018, [41�] Informing (3)

Brink and Wamsler, 2018, [42�] Informing (3)

Campos et al., 2017, [43] Informing (3)

Jetoo, 2019, [44] Informing (3)

Serrao-Neumann et al., 2015, [63] Informing (3) and Consultation

(4)

Shi et al., 2016, [15] Consultation (4)

Positive examples of participation in regards to transformative

potential

Archer et al., 2014, [45�] Consultation (4) and Placation

(5)

Campos et al., 2016, [11] Partnership (6)

Cloutier et al., 2015, [25��] Partnership (6)

Ensor et al., 2018, [14] Partnership (6)

Negative examples of participation in regards to transformative

potential

Holler et al., 2020, [48] Informing (3)

Nagoda and Nightingale, 2017, [46��] Informing (3)

Burton and Mustelin, 2013, [6��] Informing (3) and Placation (5)

Sovacool, 2018, [47�] Placation (5)

Aldana Cohen, 2020, [23] Consultation (4)

Wamsler et al., 2019, [24] Consultation (4)
which citizens (or communities) are at the center of the

decision-making processes in all its stages, from the

design to implementation [10,12�,38��,39��,40].

� Lack of meaningful public involvement leading to

ineffective/detrimental local climate planning

In contrast, authors have also shown how the lack of a

meaningful citizen engagement in local climate planning

leads to unsuccessful, unaccepted, illegitimate, and there-

fore detrimental interventions. Negative outcomes have,

for example, been reported from India [12�], the

Netherlands [41�], and Sweden [42�], as the lack of

engagement of the most vulnerable communities during

the design-phase of climate adaptive interventions led to

mostly top-down measures leading to a lack of justice,

equity and legitimacy. Cases from Portugal [43] and

Finland [44] also show how inadequate recognition of

citizen engagement led to insufficient, illegitimate and

socially unaccepted policies and plans.
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2021, 52:1–11 
� Positive examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential

A number of authors highlighted positive examples in

regards to citizen participation and transformation in local

climate adaptation planning. Indeed, it has been observed

how the engagement of a great variety of stakeholders in

all the phases of climate planning leads to more equitable

and more socially accepted interventions [11], and

thereby allows increasing community’s collective knowl-

edge, proving to be successful to ‘foster a shift from

traditional ways of doing things’ [25��]. On the same

note, Archer et al. [45�] affirm how community-level

adaptation gives local communities the chance of partici-

pating in developing adaptation strategies with ‘wider

transformative potential for urban governance’. Also

Ensor et al. [14] concludes that community engagement

stimulated very interesting and innovational collective

discussions on climate change and climate adaptation.
www.sciencedirect.com
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� Negative examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential

However, several scholars also identified negative experi-

ences in terms of citizen participation and transformative

potential for climate planning. In general, community

participation can be time-intensive, hence costly, and

introduces uncertainty about the outcomes of a policy

and planning process when giving away control over

mostly complex decision processes [1]. In Nepal, citizen

participation in adaptation planning reinforces rather than

reduces structural social vulnerabilities. Vulnerable citi-

zens are officially included, but do not possess the politi-

cal power to actively influence the decision-making. In

this context, powerful actors use the participatory activi-

ties to maintain the status quo [46��]. Similarly, Sovacool

[47�] affirms how in Bangladesh the socio-political context

allowed powerful actors to gain advantages from adapta-

tion actions, although wider stakeholder engagement

took place.

Aldana Cohen [23] shows the case of New York and its

recovery phase from 2012’s Hurricane Sandy, in which

the great variety of stakeholders involved opted for more

traditional adaptation responses that better fitted their

respective roles and power relations in the city, putting

aside aspirational efforts of transformative decarboniza-

tion. Wamsler et al. [24] illustrate how efforts in terms of

citizen involvement in local climate adaptation planning

in Sweden has been proven unsuccessful if not

‘counterproductive’ in regards to targeted transformative

sustainability outcomes due to a number of different

reasons, including ‘personal awareness and beliefs’, ‘lack

of supporting policies’, ‘lack of human and financial

resources’, ‘conflicting interests’ and ‘power structures’.

Also, as mentioned above, D’Alisa and Kallis [21��] report

of a case in Italy where the participation of civil society in

the decision-making process led to the continuation of the

current state instead of a transformation of how landslide

risk is managed. The authors ascribe this to a fear of the

community of new, other realities and summarize that

disaster planning need to support a logic of welfare

instead of safety, or of social rather than human security

to foster more transformative disaster planning. Finally,

Holler et al. [48] show how the efforts in expanding

stakeholder participation in the development of the

National Adaptation Programmes for Action (NAPAs)

for 50 Least Developed Countries (LDCs) failed to

use the engagement ‘to articulate the structural root

causes of climate change vulnerability and to address

those causes through transformational adaptation’.

Common themes regarding public participation in mitigation

planning

The above mentioned common themes and their classi-

fied papers on mitigation planning are reported in Table 2

below. Excerpts are provided as Supplementary Material.
www.sciencedirect.com 
Table 2 shows that four papers were classified in ‘Diversity
of citizens’ role in local climate planning’; three papers were

classified in ‘Benefits of local communities empowerment and
engagement’; three papers were classified in ‘Lack of mean-
ingful involvement of the public leading to ineffective or detri-
mental local climate planning’; four papers were classified in

‘Positive examples of participation in regards to transformative
potential’; and one paper was classified in ‘Negative exam-
ples of participation in regards to transformative potential’.

� Diversity of citizens’ role in local climate planning &

Benefits of local communities empowerment and

engagement

In regards to the diversity of citizens’ role in local climate

mitigation planning and the effectiveness of local com-

munities engagement and empowerment, observations

drawn from the mitigation literature strongly overlaps

with the observations in regards to adaptation. The com-

bination of knowledge generation and awareness raising

together with engaging a great variety of stakeholders —

in terms of expertise, sectors, knowledge, and interests —

stimulates a new way of co-creating mitigation strategies

that are more feasible, legitimate, acceptable, equitable

and just [9,49–51]. In addition to this, several scholars

have identified the importance of citizen participation for

raising public awareness towards climate change, climate

change impacts and climate change management

[8,51,52]

� Lack of clear and meaningful public participation

leading to ineffective/detrimental local climate

planning

Furthermore, lack of meaningful citizen participation led

to detrimental mitigation planning in several contexts.

Negative outcomes have, for example, been reported

from China, where participation in climate planning

occurred in a tokenistic form, where citizens did not have

the real chance of giving meaningful inputs to the deci-

sion-making phase, and raising concerns over the trans-

parency of the whole process [53]. Also, Torres et al. [54]

report the case of Mexico, where the most unsuccessful

carbon mitigation program of the country is characterized

by the absence of community engagement in the project.

� Positive examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential

A number of positive examples of participation in regards

to transformative potential were also observed for miti-

gation. For example, Dodman and Mitlin [55��] explained

how initiatives that start locally at the community level

are the ones capable of enabling a mass strategic change

and broader governance transformation at higher levels.

Indeed, although different portions of the population
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2021, 52:1–11
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Table 2

Participation and mitigation: Common themes. Experts’ judgments regarding level of interaction with the public and resulting common

themes/interpretations

Common theme Author(s), Year, Reference

Code

Levels of interaction as in Ladder of

Participation

Diversity of citizens’ role in local climate planning Birchall, 2014, [8] Consultation (4)

Walker, 2011, [50] Partnerships (6)

Homsy, 2018, [64] Consultation (4)

Lawlor et al., 2013, [49] Informing (3)

Benefits of community empowerment and engagement Paerregaard, 2018, [52] Consultation (4)

Cunningham et al., 2016, [51] Consultation (4)

Tariq et al., 2018, [9] Partnership (6)

Lack of clear and meaningful public participation leading to ineffective or

detrimental climate planning

Dong and Olsen, 2017, [53] Informing (3)

Jagger et al., 2014, [65] Informing (3)

Torres et al., 2014, [54] Informing (3)

Positive examples of participation in regards to transformative potential Dodman and Mitlin, 2013,

[55��]
Partnership (6)

Wallbott and Florian-Rivero,

2018, [57]

Placation (5)

Chanza and de Wit, 2016,

[58]

Partnership (6)

Foss, 2018, [66] Placation (5)

Negative examples of participation in regards to transformative potential Gustavsson and Elander,

2016, [59]

Consultation (4)
have different political power [56], as seen also in Wall-

bott and Florian Rivero [57], for example, participation

efforts pursued in the design-phase of REDD+ projects in

Costa Rica built an important foundation for future dia-

logue between indigenous communities and the govern-

ment, resulting in a ‘trigger’ for the ‘reconfiguration of

relations’ between the two. Chanza and de Wit [58] are on

the same page, as they affirm that starting at the grassroot

level ensures the success of climate mitigation interven-

tions and may potentially lead to change at higher levels.

� Negative examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential

Just in one reported case we found that public participa-

tion led to a negative outcome in terms of transformative

potential: in Sweden, the redevelopment of a residential

neighborhood combined with mitigation efforts saw great

public participation. However, the consultative role of the

citizens did not ensure opportunities for empowerment

and blocked any effort towards ambitious actions [59].

Statistical analysis

The literature review identified various conditions under

which public participation can benefit ambitious and

transformative local climate change planning, but are

these findings robust? We perform a logistic regression

to ascertain whether the level of participation has a

statistical significant relationship to the likelihood of

reaching ambitious and transformative outcomes in adap-

tation and mitigation using our expert judgement on the

level of participation and transformative adaptation, and

secondary data on mitigation targets.
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2021, 52:1–11 
For climate change adaptation, the logistic regression

model was statistically highly significant, x2(1) =

11.440, p < .001. In our model public participation lead

to more ambitious, that is, transformative local adaptation

planning. The model explained 45.0% (Nagelkerke R2)

of the variance in transformative adaptation planning and

correctly classified 82.8% of cases. Local adaptation plan-

ning processes that included a higher level of interaction

in participation were therefore rated 4.02 times more

likely to exhibit a transformative outcome.

For climate change mitigation, the statistical analysis, F

(1, 250) = 9.605, p < .002, R2 = .033, also reveals a

significant positive relation between public participation

and mitigation ambition, p < .05., although the contribu-

tion of public participation to mitigation ambition is

small, t = 3,099, Beta = 0.192. According to our data

and assessment, public participation increases the miti-

gation ambition of local climate plans by 0.192, that is, by

about one-fifth.

Interpretation of common themes and conditions for the

success of public participation for ambitious and

transformative climate planning

Considering the findings in ‘Analysis of common themes’

and ‘Statistical analysis’, we have identified four condi-

tions under which citizen participation adds tangible

values to the decision-making processes for ambitious

and transformative outcomes:

a Recognition of all actors, roles, and portions of the

population, in particular the most vulnerable, and of

the socio-political context;
www.sciencedirect.com
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b Clear and meaningful engagement in all the stages of

the decision-making process;

c Full decision-making power, that is, ability of citizens

to steer the climate change planning process;

d Availability of adaptation options and processes that

support a logic of welfare instead of safety, or of social

rather than human security.

Following the elaborations in ‘Analysis of common

themes’ and ‘Statistical analysis’, our assessment shows

that citizens can be crucial actors in the development of

ambitious and transformative local climate change adap-

tation and mitigation planning. Recognition of citizens as

crucial actors seems to be a first step towards the achieve-

ment of successful local climate planning [conditions of

success a. and b.].

Moreover, our review shows that the most successful, just,

equitable, feasible, legitimate and transformative pro-

cesses of public participation and engagement occur

when citizens have a clear and meaningful role in the

decision-making processes [conditions of success a. b. and

c.].

Successful cases of transformative local climate adapta-

tion also show how public participation has the potential

to drive decision-making processes, addressing equity,

justice, and differential social vulnerabilities when con-

sidered in all decision-making phases [conditions of suc-

cess a. b. and c.].

On the contrary, a common aspect of the negative exam-

ples of local climate planning is a ‘tokenistic’ engage-

ment, in which citizens do not have a meaningful role in

the decision-making process or experience asymmetric

social and political decision-making power [conditions of

success a. b. and c.].

On top of these more commonly identified conditions for

the success of public participation we add the focus on a

logic of welfare [conditions of success d.]. As identified in

the scholarly literature [21��] even meaningful and clear

engagement as well as full decision making power can

lead to the continuation of the current state instead of

transformational (adaptation) action when parties stress a

logic of safety or security (which can be ‘engineered’ or

addressed with hard infrastructural measures, until a

certain limit of adaptation is reached), instead of laying

out the social possibilities of transformational change

based on a logic of welfare.

Discussion and conclusion
In this paper we investigated the question whether

greater public participation leads to more ambitious

and transformative local adaptation and mitigation plan-

ning. We searched for respective literature, screened,

reviewed and coded the literature, and performed
www.sciencedirect.com 
statistical analyses in order to test the relationship

between public participation and level of ambition in

local climate planning. We identified common themes of

discussion in the scientific literature and summarized the

most important findings that allowed us to formulate a

number of potential success factors in public participation

for local climate planning.

The literature search yielded 29 relevant articles on

public participation and adaptation planning, and 15 arti-

cles on public participation and mitigation planning. The

larger number of scholarly literature on adaptation plan-

ning might be surprising, as mitigation planning is a more

established activity on the local level, at least in Europe [

67]. However, adaptation is also perceived as a broader,

more complex [68] and more of a local issue [69] than

mitigation, potentially explaining the breadth of articles

on public participation in adaptation planning.

Our review shows that citizen participation can lead to

greater local climate ambition and potentially action. At

the same time, scholars have shown that broader partici-

pation does not always mean better policy outcomes. Five

recurring and common themes were discussed in the

literature, relating to:

� Diversity of citizens in local climate planning

� Benefits of local communities empowerment and

engagement

� Lack of meaningful public involvement leading to

ineffective/detrimental local climate planning

� Positive examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential

� Negative examples of participation in regards to

ambitiousness and transformative potential.

In adaptation papers, the theme ‘Benefits for community

empowerment and engagement’ (8 papers) is most dis-

cussed, while in mitigation papers issues of ‘Diversity of

citizens’ role in local climate planning’ and ‘Positive

examples of participation in regards to transformative

potential’ (four papers each) are more prevalent. Overall,

meaningful engagement and empowerment, especially of

the most vulnerable portion of the society, leads to more

feasible, legitimate, acceptable, equitable and just cli-

mate adaptation and mitigation. Furthermore, citizen

participation proves to be crucial in order to increase

awareness in regards to climate change impacts and their

management, and to build trust between communities

and institutions, contributing to the improvement of their

relationships creating a fertile ground for genuine dia-

logue much needed for achieving successful climate

governance.

Statistically investigating the relationship between the

ambition of change and the level of participation in local
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2021, 52:1–11
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climate decision-making clearly shows that for both adap-

tation and mitigation a higher level of participation has a

positive relation with ambition. Local adaptation plan-

ning processes that included a higher level of interaction

in participation were rated 4.02 times more likely to

exhibit a transformative outcome. Our data on mitigation

shows that public participation in local mitigation plan-

ning increases the mitigation ambition of local climate

plans by 0.192, that is, by about one-fifth. Therefore, on

average, participation can increase the ambition level of

local climate change planning, although the effect seems

to be stronger for adaptation than for mitigation.

Our assessment identifies four conditions under which

citizen participation adds tangible values to the decision-

making processes. We broadly summarize these as poten-

tial conditions for the success of public participation for

transformative climate planning on the ground:

a Recognition of all actors, roles, and portions of the

population, in particular the most vulnerable, and of

the socio-political context;

b Clear and meaningful engagement in all the stages of

the decision-making process;

c Full decision-making power, that is, ability of citizens

to steer the climate change planning process;

d Availability of adaptation options and processes that

support a logic of welfare instead of safety, or of social

rather than human security.

These findings align well with those of other studies in

the related, scholarly literature regarding public partici-

pation and effective environmental governance, support-

ing, for example, that predominantly environmental pre-

ferences of the involved actors determine the

environmental outputs (and outcomes) of decision-mak-

ing [70]. To this effect, our findings suggest that the

public has a lot higher ambition for adaptation and a

slightly higher ambition for mitigation than the people

with decision-making power. Our study is also in line with

studies that show a highly polycentric governance system

yields higher environmental outputs than rather mono-

centric governance [70].

Our review has drawbacks. While we are confident to

have found the majority of papers on the relation between

public participation and local climate planning, we are

aware that important findings to our research question

might be found in related literature, such as those on

public participation and sustainability transformations,

environmental governance, disaster risk reduction, com-

munity decision-making, co-creation, and citizen engage-

ment [among others 70–75]. Hence, our findings would

need to be checked further against findings and conclu-

sions in related fields and sectoral studies. We do believe,

though, that our review poses a necessary start in order to
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2021, 52:1–11 
critically evaluate citizen participation in local climate

planning, and especially its role in driving transformative

and ambitious adaptation and mitigation action.
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