


This valuable volume exposes the failure of current institutional arrangements, in 
the form of cultural outlooks, governance arrangements, democratic consensus, 
purposeful regulation, and even innovation in technology and human behaviour, 
to come to terms with the overwhelming barriers to achieving the ambition of the 
Paris Agreement to remove the planet of dangerous climate change within three 
preciously short generations. It should be read with care and attention as it sets 
the marker for the scale of institutional reform that surely will be required in our 
lifetimes.

Tim O’Riordan, Emeritus Professor of Environmental Sciences at the  
University of East Anglia

The Paris Climate Agreement signals a fundamental change in policy architec-
ture. This book offers much needed ammunition against too easy attribution of 
catastrophic events to global warming – overlooking the importance of institu-
tional and political contexts – and too easy confinement of ‘solutions’ to 
individual actions or markets – overlooking the role of multi-level, polycentric 
responses.

Arthur C. Petersen, Professor of Science, Technology and Public Policy, 
University College London

Anthropogenic climate change is a global challenge that also needs to be tackled 
through decisions made at the local/national level. To date, little knowledge has 
accumulated on how and when different local/national institutional frameworks 
are mobilized to address global challenges.  Institutional Capacity for Climate 
Change Response thought-provokingly addresses this knowledge gap.

Katherine Richardson, Professor and Leader of the Sustainability Science 
Centre, University of Copenhagen

For decades, Steve Rayner was part of a band of academics and practitioners who 
– heretically, at  the time – argued that the  Kyoto Protocol would not be fully 
implemented or renewed, as attempting to do so would far exceed the capacities 
of local, national and international institutions. Now that this one-time heresy has 
quietly become dogma in recent years, we should pay close attention to what he 
and his colleagues have to say on how to strengthen the institutions responsible 
for climate change adaptation and mitigation. That is the theme of this excellent 
volume. Importantly,  the book punctures the  myth that authoritarian regimes 
are  necessarily ‘better’  at combating climate change, while it also provides 
valuable  insights into how  democratic institutions can be strengthened and 
utilised better. I strongly  recommend this book to all  those interested in 
effectively addressing climate change now that the Kyoto Protocol has collapsed.

Marco Verweij, Professor of Political Science, Jacobs University Bremen





Institutional Capacity for Climate 
Change Response

In a period of rapid climate change and climate governance failures, it is crucial 
to understand and address how effectively different political institutions can and 
should react to climate change.
	 The term ‘institutional response capacity’ can be defined as a measurement 
for how effective political institutions may respond to threats and challenges 
such as climate change. This book sets out to provide a venue for the discussion 
of how to conduct climate politics by offering new perspectives on how social 
and political institutions are capable of responding to climate change. In doing 
so, the book explores how democracy, institutional design and polycentric gov-
ernance influence social and political entities’ capacity to mitigate, adapt, 
address and transform climate change. The book offers building blocks for a new 
agenda of climate studies by focusing on institutional response capacity and by 
offering a new approach to climate governance at a time when many political 
initiatives have failed.
	 This interdisciplinary volume is a valuable resource for academics, research-
ers and policy-makers in the areas of anthropology, political science, geography 
and environmental studies.

Theresa Scavenius is an associate professor at the Department of Planning, 
University of Aalborg, Copenhagen, Denmark.

Steve Rayner is James Martin Professor of Science and Civilisation and Dir-
ector of the Institute for Science, Innovation, and Society, University of 
Oxford, UK.
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Introduction

Theresa Scavenius and Steve Rayner

This book seeks to stimulate wider discussion of how to locate climate politics 
in the current landscape of social and political institutions. In a period of rapid 
climate change and shifting patterns of governance both nationally and interna-
tionally, it is essential to understand and address both how different institutions 
at various levels react to climate change, and how the characteristics of institu-
tions both enable and constrain their ability to respond effectively to it.
	 Much scholarly attention has been paid to the urgent need for immediate 
implementation of mitigation and adaption climate policies at regional and global 
levels. There are repeated calls for new policy strategies and innovative, proactive 
solutions to overcome the current gap between rhetoric and action with regard to 
climate change policy. However, many of these policies neglect or underestimate 
the importance of understanding the capacity of institutions to recognise, respond 
and act upon climate change. The established paradigm is deeply rooted in meth-
odological individualism, leading to two kinds of policy solutions that dominate 
current political debates, responses and practices – market-based emissions 
trading and market-based voluntarism (Ronit, 2012). While emissions trading was 
favoured for its supposed efficiencies in reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and 
worked well as a domestic instrument to reduce sulphur emissions in the USA, the 
anticipated global market in carbon and other greenhouse forcing agents shows no 
sign of becoming a reality more than two decades after the ratification of the 
Kyoto Protocol. The second set of market-based policy solutions, aimed at green-
ing the production of goods and services by voluntary certification and offset 
schemes, is an example of a policy solution that transfers the moral responsibility 
to buy greener products to individual consumers. If the consumers are not willing 
to pay a higher price for the greener product, nothing is accomplished.
	 In contrast with these approaches, the institutional capacity approach adopted 
in this book seeks to understand how, why and when diverse institutions, rather 
than individuals, respond to threats and challenges such as climate change. It is a 
theoretical approach concerned with institutional opportunities for, and hin-
drances to, political action. One might develop any number of good ideas to 
better manage the multiple challenges presented by climate change, but if polit-
ical, economic and social institutions are incapable of implementing them in an 
effective and legitimate manner, then they will have no impact.



2    T. Scavenius and S. Rayner

	 The contributors to this book approach climate action and politics as a poly-
centric, multi-level governance challenge. The failure of the Kyoto architecture 
has given rise to a growing recognition that an effective human response to 
climate variability and change cannot simply be driven by national governments 
agreeing and implementing international treaties. Indeed, numerous studies have 
illustrated the expanding role of sub-state and non-governmental actors in devel-
oping climate change responses (e.g. Rabe, 2004; Bulkeley & Betshill, 2005; 
Acuto, 2013). The past two decades have shown that it will require the engage-
ment of multiple agents (citizens, municipalities, states, international institutions 
and organisations) at multiple institutional levels (neighbourhood, municipal, 
national, regional and international).
	 Calls for a multi-level ‘polycentric’ approach were made as long ago as the 
late 1980s (Gerlach & Rayner, 1988), and arguments for a specific focus on 
institutions date from the 1990s (Rayner, 1993; O’Riordan et al., 1998). 
However, it was not until the collapse of the Kyoto architecture at Copenhagen 
in 2009 and Nobel Prize Laureate Elinor Ostrom’s (2012) call for a multi-level 
and polycentric approach to climate change and sustainability that scholars and 
activists began to take real notice of the roles and capabilities of a wide range of 
institutions, at multiple levels, in the effort to counteract climate change.
	 The study of institutions is central to understanding the organisation and func-
tioning of all societies (O’Riordan et al., 1998). The meaning of institutions con-
tains several highly interrelated concepts, such as norm regulation, cognitive 
structures, and facilitation of identity and meaning. The institutional approach is 
inherently interdisciplinary and combines empirical knowledge about people’s 
behaviour with insights from theoretical models of agency. Each scholarly dis-
cipline focuses on particular nuances. In political science and law, institutions 
are often thought of as formal organisations, frequently associated with the state, 
or legal obligations, such as contracts and treaties between individuals or states. 
On the other hand, sociologists and anthropologists generally regard almost any 
persistent pattern or non-randomness of social behaviour as an institution 
(Thompson, 2008). As argued by DiMaggio and Powell (1991), institutional 
analysis requires a multidimensional theoretical approach.
	 It is important to distinguish ‘economic’ from ‘sociological’ and ‘historical’ 
forms of institutional theory. Economic institutional theory ultimately remains 
wedded to the single agent’s behavioural choices and the instrumental rationality 
behind these choices. By contrast, sociological institutionalism focuses on the 
institutionalised structure which surrounds the acts of the agents and historical 
institutionalism on the historical continuity and the path dependencies to which 
institutions are thought to be subjected (Hall & Taylor, 1996).
	 A thoroughgoing institutional approach differs from rational choice theories 
that are derived from assumptions about individual behaviour, by rejecting both 
an overwhelmingly rationalistic understanding of agency and an exclusively eco-
nomic approach to politics (Rayner, Lach, & Ingram, 2005). In contrast to 
rational-economic premises, the institutional perspective takes a non-reductionist 
approach to agency, i.e. that there is no single (rational) strategy that can explain 


