
Journal of Science Policy & Governance WHITE PAPER: PARTICIPATORY POLICY DESIGN 

 

www.sciencepolicyjournal.org JSPG Vol. 18, Issue 2, June 2021 

 

Equitable and empowering participatory 
policy design strategies to accelerate just 
climate action  
 

Isatis M. Cintron-Rodriguez1,2, Haley A. Crim3, Deb L. 
Morrison3,4, Frank Niepold3,5, Jen Kretser3,6, William 
Spitzer3,7, Tom Bowman8 
1Rutgers University, Department of Environmental Sciences, New Brunswick, NJ 
2Citizens Climate Lobby, Coronado, CA  
3Climate Literacy and Energy Awareness Network, Boulder, CO  
4University of Washington, Institute of Science and Math Education, College of Education, Seattle, WA  
5National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Climate Program Office, Silver Spring, MD  
6The Wild Center, Tupper Lake, NY 
7National Network for Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation, Boston, MA  
8Bowman Change, Inc., Long Beach, CA 
https://doi.org/10.38126/JSPG180203 
Corresponding author: isatis.cintron@rutgers.edu 
Keywords: climate empowerment; participatory policy design; climate governance; policymaking; climate 
learning; COP26; Talanoa 
 

Executive Summary: Inter- and intra-country inequalities hamper adaptation and resilience 

capacity to climate change. Achieving a climate resilient future requires long-term visions, 

system-oriented approaches, cross-sector collaborations, and good climate governance, while 

centering on equity and justice in policy making. Central to these governance efforts is an 

informed and active society with concrete mechanisms to influence decision making. Action 

for Climate Empowerment (ACE) provides the framework to attain climate policy coherence 

that integrates the capacities and needs of all members of society into ambitious and effective 

strategies. This paper proposes a novel approach to policy making, applied to the co-creation 

of a national climate empowerment plan for the United States that encompasses local 

participation, leadership, and consent. The approach is based on a combination of participatory 

backcasting and the Talanoa process structure and principles of multi-level, transdisciplinary, 

transparency and inclusive dialogues. The proposed approach is beneficial for the 

advancement of ambitious, practical, and flexible plans with broad-based buy-in from 

stakeholders ranging from policymakers to relevant actors to frontline and marginalized 

communities to institutions.  

 

I. Background 

Few issues facing society are more urgent than 

reducing vulnerability to climate change impacts and 

transitioning to a low-carbon economy. For decades, 

scientists have focused on defining the drivers and 

impacts of climate change as well as technological 

innovations to mitigate and adapt to the threat. 

However, effectively addressing the global climate 

crisis also requires social, cultural, economic, and 

political solutions (Van der Linden et al. 2017; 
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Campos et al. 2016). The combination of mature 

climate solution technologies, the rising profile of 

climate justice, and the need to rebuild large swaths 

of the economy and society in the wake of COVID-19 

provides a unique opportunity to accelerate bold, 

equitable climate action across every facet of society.  

 

Every person, community, organization, and 

government globally would ideally be engaged in this 

effort; however, social inequities inhibit many from 

fully engaging or having their innovations realized 

and their needs broadly shared, reducing the 

potential global response to climate change (Bullard 

et al. 2005). Disproportionate impacts of climate 

change with respect to privilege, power, and 

oppression are well documented (e.g., Bullard 1993; 

Bullard et al. 2016). For example, those living in 

poverty are often more likely to be less resilient to 

increased storm and flood damage or marginal crop 

yields resulting from shifts in precipitation or 

droughts. What is not as clearly understood by those 

in power is the wealth of innovations present in 

communities who have experienced inequities and 

have been forced to adapt with few resources. 

Frontline communities—those experiencing the first 

and worst impacts of climate change—are places of 

innovation and hope (Kang and Ajaja 2015). The 

voices and experiences of these communities must be 

lifted to share their learning and innovations more 

broadly. Indeed, the perspectives, innovations and 

resiliencies developed within such contexts may hold 

the key to mitigation and adaptation to climate 

change across the world. However, these critical 

perspectives can only be engaged once we shift the 

current power structures that inhibit such critical 

learning across communities (Haverkamp 2012).  

 

Fostering sustainable adaptation, mitigation, and 

resilience strategies requires that governments, 

communities, and individuals have shared ownership 

in and power to address the climate crisis. This 

responsibility includes sharing experiences and 

innovative practices across varied communities and 

contexts, providing financial and physical resources, 

and co-designing local and national policy to support 

implementation of emergent solutions (Bang and 

Vossoughi 2016; Bhowmik et al. 2018). The best 

policy solutions cannot be effectively implemented if 

the public does not support political leaders to do so. 

The best technological solutions cannot be engaged if 

the organizations or people who would use them are 

unaware of what they are, what their benefits might 

be, or if they are not collaboratively designed to work 

within the social context of a community. Once 

implemented, climate solutions cannot endure if they 

privilege certain groups and uphold the power 

dynamics that created the crisis in the first place. To 

address the climate crisis on the time scale required, 

every sector of society must be informed, engaged, 

and have the agency and will to act in a multitude of 

ways, on a wide range of scales, with the best 

interests of their communities, humanity, and the 

planet in mind (Sautier et al. 2017). 

 

This paper aims to inform how policymakers can co-

design effective national and subnational climate and 

resilience strategies that support social engagement, 

inclusion, and equity. Here we describe an innovative, 

multi-stakeholder climate policy co-design process to 

support a justice-centered and community-based 

national climate empowerment plan for the United 

States. This work argues that policies at all levels of 

government should support a system of coherent, 

equitable, and intentional climate governance to 

maximize global climate change efforts on the time 

scale needed. The process outlined here challenges 

the status quo by lifting marginalized experiences 

and narratives into central design positions and 

provides guidance to shift towards a collaborative 

design approach. Although this paper focuses on the 

United States, the design principles engaged and the 

lessons learned are applicable to every context where 

humans organize around climate action efforts.  

 

II. Good governance, learning, and action for 

climate empowerment 

The way we talk about learning is highly variable 

across community, institutional, organizational, 

disciplinary, and international contexts. However, for 

climate policy to be most effective across such 
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boundaries, we need to be explicit when using 

language to ensure we are communicating shared 

visions. In the context of this paper, we argue for 

policies that foster a system of learning to improve 

climate empowerment, defined in the following: 

“Climate empowerment is the practical, political, and 

personal process to understanding the complexities 

of the systemic drivers of climate change. These 

include historic and contemporary systems of 

oppression over marginalized groups; the capacity to 

exercise power to disrupt and transform unjust and 

unsustainable systems and vested interests; and the 

increased access to resources and opportunities for 

individual, collective, personal, and political action in 

response to and in anticipation of climate change and 

its impacts" (Kwauk and Casey 2021, 4). 

 

Given this definition, learning centered around 

climate empowerment includes continual learning by 

government officials, scientists, community 

members, organizational leadership, educators, 

workers in all industries, and youth; this definition of 

climate empowerment shows how ubiquitous 

learning is. Within a given context, policies can draw 

on our distributed knowledge to learn from our 

collective cultural wealth (Yosso 2005).  

 

How then is learning for climate empowerment 

critical for good climate governance? To ensure that 

equitable and effective climate policy is enacted, 

governments need to develop transparent and 

deliberative processes that can improve the 

engagement between decision-makers and the 

public, provide agency to socially marginalized 

groups, and inform those at risk on the frontlines of 

climate change impacts. Effective climate change 

education at all levels, civic engagement, and 

workforce development across the economy are 

critical for communities and businesses to take the 

initiative to build a climate resilient future but are 

unlikely to be enacted without public support. Deep 

emission reduction, long-term climate goals and 

resilience building require us to unlock all societal 

capacity. To ensure that governments have support 

for policies that accelerate actions at all scales, 

elected officials need public support; however, 

collective human behavioral and decision-making 

processes are often neglected in climate change 

mitigation and adaptation analysis (Creutzig et al. 

2016; Van der Linden et al. 2017; Ghojeh et al. 2019; 

Leiserowitz 2019). According to the World Bank 

(2014), governance is defined as exercising authority 

by political, social, and economic institutions and the 

interaction between them. Here, we adopt the 

definition used by the UN System Task Team in their 

Governance and Development Think Piece, which 

describes governance as the mechanisms, processes 

and institutions through which individuals and 

stakeholders have the voice and power to enforce 

their rights, mediate differences and carry out their 

duties (UNDESA, UNDP, and UNESCO 2012). 

Decisions affecting climate impacts and actions are 

made at all levels of society from lifestyle changes to 

bold climate action (Leiserowitz 2019; Rare and The 

Behavioral Insights Team 2019).  

 

As a result, climate governance often faces the 

following challenges: 1) polarization, 2) lack of public 

understanding, 3) time lag of the climate, social, 

technological, and political systems, 4) 

intergovernmental design challenges, 5) societal 

resistance, 6) cost and benefit understanding of 

multiple action pathways, and 7) variation in the 

extent of policy engagement by different levels of 

government (Borick and Rabe 2010; National 

Research Council 2011). The inherent complexity of 

climate change makes it difficult to develop and build 

public support for sound response strategies (Rabe 

2010). Making the case for climate action is one of the 

leading challenges facing policy makers in initiating 

and sustaining ambitious climate action (Ghojeh et al. 

2019). Successful climate adaptation, mitigation, and 

resilience depends upon engaging in an “all in” 

strategy where all levels of government, business, 

civil society, and community groups are all 

empowered as actors (Hale and Hultman 2020), an 

approach which requires that all active in this work 

address unjust power and decision-making practices. 

Engaging in participatory governance mechanisms 

can accelerate climate adaptation and mitigation 
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efforts while at the same time creating new power 

dynamics that can disrupt existing injustices (Feola 

and Nunes 2014 Sprain 2016). Such efforts often 

involve learning across diverse community 

boundaries to ensure authentic climate 

empowerment as an essential design principle 

(Wolfram et al. 2019). 

 

Climate empowerment is so fundamentally entwined 

with governance for climate change that six elements 

are embedded in Article 6 of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

and were again restated as Article 12 of the Paris 

Agreement (UN General Assembly 1992; UN General 

Assembly 2015). These elements are collectively 

known as Action for Climate Empowerment (ACE) 

and provide the legal basis to accelerate climate 

action through education, training, public awareness, 

public participation, public access to information, and 

international cooperation (Figure 1). ACE provides 

the legal basis to accelerate climate action and has 

been named within these international policy 

documents as a way to promote transformative 

climate action through behavioral change across all 

scales of society. These changes include but are not 

limited to increasing meaningful and equitable public 

participation, building political will for bold climate 

strategies, and developing skills across sectors to join 

the just transition to a low-carbon economy. ACE is 

“about how everything we study or do is affected by 

climate change. It is about understanding the 

transformation to be able to act on it” (Figueres 

2015). ACE is key to accelerating climate action as it 

equips and moves society at all levels to engage, 

mitigate, adapt, drive, and thrive in a changing world.  

 

ACE reaffirms and overlaps with environmental 

justice principles that are critical to build public 

engagement and create a sustainable and just society. 

When we consider ACE elements in conjunction with 

other international policy, such as the UN Declaration 

of Human Rights (UN General Assembly 1948) and 

the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UN General Assembly 2007), it becomes 

clearer that learning for climate empowerment is not 

only entwined with traditional governance but also 

with new, innovative forms of just governance. 

Effectively designing and implementing ACE policies 

would enforce and institutionalize principles of 

informed consent, accountability, fairness, self-

determination, and equitable public participation at 

every level of decision making. Such an approach 

would honor cultural integrity, be based on mutual 

respect, and acknowledge justice for all people. 

Transparency, openness, and participation are key to 

shifting towards a low-carbon and sustainable 

development model that discourages the culture of 

narrow, fragmented interests. Full implementation of 

an ACE approach to accelerating climate action 

means challenging how systems and governments 

work and interact. If we are to address the climate 

crisis, ACE is not optional or an add-on to existing 

climate policy; it is an essential framework for all 

climate action that makes development and 

implementation of strategies easier and faster for 

policymakers, ensures sustainable climate progress 

by creating public will to keep future governments 

accountable, and ensures that climate policy is 

equitable and representative of all voices. 

 

 
Figure 1: Action for Climate Empowerment pillars for 

accelerating just climate action (Morrison, 2020). 

 

Good climate governance includes interactive 

decision making, engagement of complex networks of 
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actors, dispersion of power and resources, diffused 

patterns of interdependence, active participation, 

and relational partnerships. People, governments, 

and organizations all need to share in, learn from, and 

leverage the broad community cultural wealth about 

climate action to accelerate efforts (Yosso 2005). 

Power and cultural norms are different across people, 

governments, and organizations, and such 

differences can limit ways that sharing knowledge 

and innovation occurs. People learn both in 

relationship to each other and more effectively when 

such relationships are sustained, trusting, and 

respectful (Pellow and Brulle 2005). Conversely, it is 

hard to learn from those whom we do not know, trust, 

or respect. This dependency highlights the 

importance of local knowledge and justice; 

governments have historically not attended to and 

leveraged local knowledge, often overriding or even 

trying to eliminate it. Such injustices need to be 

acknowledged and relationships repaired through 

consistent and sustained work by those historically in 

powerful positions engaging in justice-centered 

learning about and with those they serve.  

 

Sustainable development as a process of long-term 

equitable change is attainable when there is a shared 

vision towards which we are all moving (Bibri 2018). 

This need for a shared vision is a complex facet of the 

work, as creating this shared vision is highly 

influenced by the other facets already named. To 

facilitate change, people, organizations, and 

governments need to have agency to act; they need to 

be able to actually make the changes possible. 

Decision making powers have historically been 

narrowly controlled, but going forward, decision 

makers need to consider more participatory 

processes to create truly effective, equitable, and 

broadly supported climate strategies (Bifulco 2013). 

Ensuring solid public acceptance of decisions as they 

are being made should involve not simply informing 

people of why a solution is needed, but also engaging 

the communities in co-designing policies so that 

there is a foundational commitment to ensuring the 

success of the solution locally, regionally, nationally, 

and ultimately, internationally. 

 

ACE policies, as described by within United Nations 

documents, are intended to be enacted through 

national strategic plans (UNESCO and UNFCCC 2016; 

UNESCO 2020); however, there are several issues 

with current international and national ACE efforts. 

For example, there is an unbalanced and siloed 

implementation of ACE that lacks coordination 

between the elements. The result is fragmented and 

uncoordinated efforts that lack the scale, resources, 

and strategic capacity building efforts to ensure rapid 

climate actions. Additionally, there has been an 

implementation bias towards education, neglecting 

other elements such as public participation. ACE 

activities, in the absence of a coordinating ACE effort, 

are often not informed by research or best practices, 

often lacking monitoring mechanisms for tracking 

progress. For example, climate education efforts have 

focused on ensuring standards and curriculum but 

have done little to build administrators’ or educators’ 

capacity across systems to implement climate 

education using justice-centered pedagogical 

practices. Additionally, funding for ACE activity is 

largely an afterthought, deprioritized, or absent 

altogether. As a result, developing countries have 

struggled to garner international support to develop 

and implement ACE programs and marginalized 

communities within high emitting countries often 

lack political power to shape climate change 

responses. COP26 would provide a stage for 

determining a new ACE work program at the 

international level. 

 

Even though countries are urged to implement a 

cross-cutting ACE national strategy (UNFCCC 2012), 

no high emitting national government or 

organization has yet provided a coordinating plan to 

create coherence among ACE efforts. This 

constellation of challenges facing existing ACE efforts 

and implementation activities and lack of coherent 

national strategies to align efforts highlights the 

underutilization of learning and awareness as a social 

innovation for accelerating just climate action. This 

results in duplications of effort and significant areas 

of missed opportunity for enacting climate 
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adaptation and mitigation. Co-designing ACE 

strategies with policymakers, communities, and 

organizations and individuals already active in ACE 

can address these problems. We aim to provide a 

participatory practical guide to enact ACE by design 

that could be applicable to governments elsewhere in 

strengthening their climate plans in the road ahead of 

COP26 and beyond. We argue that ACE should be 

both leveraged as a policy development process and 

used as a methodology that governments and 

communities can use to coordinate and make 

coherent, broadly supported strategies to accelerate 

just climate action.  

 

III. Developing a climate empowerment 

methodology 

In 2020, as a result of the absence of federal climate 

leadership, the United States ACE community 

undertook an initiative to create An ACE National 

Strategic Planning Framework for the United States 

(referred to from herein as the ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework) using a justice-centered participatory 

design process. This process involved multi-level 

dialogues to collaborate and share insights to develop 

a shared vision for implementing ACE in the United 

States over a 20-year time period. The US ACE 

community is composed of formal and informal 

climate educators and institutions, youth, climate 

justice organizations, workforce development 

experts, climate and social scientists, behavior 

change researchers, climate communication 

professionals, elected officials, and others. This 

voluntary and unsanctioned process provided the 

flexibility to develop a meaningful participatory 

process to collaboratively design guidance for future 

national government efforts to develop and 

implement just and community-centered national 

climate policy for climate empowerment. This 

collaborative approach created a sense of ownership 

and engagement that strengthened the process and 

resulting ACE Strategic Planning Framework.  

 

The dialogue design employed a collaborative and 

iterative planning process that allowed participants 

to decide the priorities for the dialogues, which made 

the sessions both resource- and time-efficient. The 

coordinating team of the initiative followed UN best 

practices for building an ACE national strategy 

(UNESCO and UNFCCC 2016; UNESCO 2020), 

adapting them to fit the unique national 

circumstances of the US. To better reflect existing 

ACE infrastructure, the team condensed the six 

officially recognized ACE elements into four 

intersecting categories: transformational learning 

and engagement; inclusive and responsible 

community engagement in decision-making; training 

a climate-ready workforce; and sectoral, sub-

national, national, indigenous, and international 

coordination and collaboration.  

 

i. Guiding principles 

The guiding principles of the ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework process came out of discussions rooted in 

the US context but are salient in ACE work, nationally 

or subnationally, anywhere in the world. Examples of 

how the principles were applied in practice are 

detailed in the descriptions of different components 

of the project below. 

 

Justice and equity 

The dialogue process and the resulting ACE Strategic 

Planning Framework sought to acknowledge histories 

of oppression and actively deconstruct the systems 

and institutions perpetuating it. Process design 

iterations helped to foster new ways to name and 

resolve tensions resulting from histories of 

colonialism, marginalization, and unequal 

distribution of power in government, society, and 

environmental policy.  

 

Action oriented 

Part of building trust into the process was managing 

a conducive environment for concrete policy 

recommendations and maximizing cooperation (Hale 

and Hultman 2020, Klein and Juhola 2014). This 

process was designed as a strategy for envisioning a 

collective climate resilient future, identifying the role 

of ACE to enable that vision, and providing structured 

and concrete policy recommendations to provide 

structural supports and regulations for the work.  

http://www.sciencepolicyjournal.org/


Journal of Science Policy & Governance WHITE PAPER: PARTICIPATORY POLICY DESIGN 

 

www.sciencepolicyjournal.org JSPG Vol. 18, Issue 2, June 2021 

 

Coherence 

The process acknowledged that complex layers of 

governance and self-determination involving 

governments, organizations, and communities across 

different scales exist and influence how ACE activities 

are coordinated. Coordination of ACE work across 

this complex governance landscape seeks to foster 

efficiency and coherence of the effort (Bocquillon 

2018; Hahn, Harris and Corner 2016; Bieler et al. 

2017). Networks can bring new learning from this 

collective work back into their local activities. They 

can also inform how broader coordination and 

coherence efforts need to be structured (e.g., funding, 

policy, and capacity building supports) in iterative 

and timely ways.  

 

Relationality 

Changing the way we have worked to better foster 

and accelerate climate action requires us to work in 

trusting relationships with each other (Gould et al. 

2019; Maibach 2019). Due to historical breaches of 

trust, some relationships between ACE community 

members—individuals, organizations, institutions, 

businesses, communities, and governments—need to 

be repaired. Additionally, cultural differences across 

diverse communities requires that the process 

includes those who can bridge different communities 

and support others to do so as well (Luo 2007). This 

principle of relationality also applies to efforts to 

broker international sharing about ACE efforts and 

how to hold nations accountable to this work. 

 

Participatory collaborative design 

Collectively, the above principles lead us to integrate 

principles of participatory design in working in and 

with communities around environmental justice. 

These principles, which have emerged in the research 

record over the past decade, are rooted in 

communities with deep histories of civic action and 

environmental protection (Bang and Vossoughi 

2016; Barton et al. 2015; Penuel et al. 2020). Deeply 

involving people and communities in the design of 

policies and implementation strategies ensures the 

creation of more ambitious, effective, and adaptive 

solutions rooted in local needs, capabilities, and 

actions. Wider engagement also makes the policy 

design process smarter by allowing political will to 

emerge from both shared and localized climate action 

insights. Community and dialogue-based 

policymaking is key to identifying, activating, and 

coordinating individuals and organizations for 

massive change towards a just, resilient, and 

sustainable future.  

 

ii. The ACE Strategic Planning Framework process 

engaged these guiding principles and was informed 

by UN best practices for building an ACE national 

strategy (UNFCCC 2012; UNESCO and UNFCCC 2016; 

UNESCO 2020). Below, we share the different 

components of the creation of the ACE Strategic 

Planning Framework in a narrative form, including 

the formation of the coordinating team, initial 

landscape analysis of the ACE community, design of 

our participatory practices, collaboration strategies, 

ACE dialogue conversation design, writing and 

review process, and sharing of the work with others. 

 

Coordinating team 

The ACE Strategic Planning Framework developed out 

of decades of work by ACE practitioners and 

networks and began to coalesce more formally 

through a series of meetings and workshops over the 

past three years. These discussions ended in 

consensus: the only way that an ACE national strategy 

could be truly effective is if it was developed by ACE 

practitioners in a new and participatory way that 

would disrupt historic power structures and uplift 

the values of marginalized groups.  

 

Building on workshops and listening sessions, the 

ACE community assembled an eleven-member 

coordinating team to spearhead these efforts, 

including experts from government, civic diplomacy, 

formal and informal education institutions, social 

movements, non-governmental organizations, 

strategic communication, workforce development, 

private sector, and members of the community with 

deep knowledge on ACE-related work. A key to 

success in stakeholder engagement was the 
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identification of individuals with different strengths 

and positions to build trust in the process. 

Consideration was given to the diversity of voices of 

the people in the room, as well as compensation and 

workload to reduce barriers to participation and 

increase equity within the coordinating team and in 

other leadership roles. As the planning process 

continued, the coordinating team grew and split into 

two main groups: logistics, who handled day to day 

details, and advisory, who provided guidance and 

connections. This division allowed people to choose 

their level of involvement and work in areas 

conducive to their strengths, which engaged the 

notion of collaborative work built on community 

cultural wealth (Yosso 2005). This strategy greatly 

improved the racial, socioeconomic, and ideological 

diversity of the coordinating team and made the 

strategic planning process stronger overall. 

 

Ensuring and facilitating diverse participation 

Participation of marginalized communities in policy 

making needs to be supported, incentivized, and 

funded. Peoples marginalized in societies need power 

and meaningful avenues to influence policy making to 

ensure that historic inequities are identified and 

mitigated as part of process design and in resulting 

recommendations and implementation efforts. The 

coordinating team, diverse in age, gender, geography, 

and experience but relatively limited in racial 

diversity, endeavored to build diversity and equity 

into all aspects of the process. Drawing from 

networks and databases, dialogue participants were 

added to an invitee list. Throughout the entire 

process, the coordinating committee added members 

and ensured the stratified list of participants, 

speakers, facilitators, and rapporteurs provided a 

representative sample according to age, gender, 

ethnicity, background, and stakeholder group from 

across the nation’s ACE efforts and disciplines. All 

speakers, facilitators, and rapporteurs were 

compensated for their participation. 

 

The participant list was reviewed and developed at 

weekly coordinating team meetings. These meetings 

also focused on logistics, developing a facilitation 

guidebook, and the selection of an appropriate pool 

of facilitators and rapporteurs for the dialogues. 

Facilitator and rapporteur training was also provided 

prior to the dialogues. The team paid particular 

attention to inclusivity, encouraging conventionally 

excluded groups such as those people experiencing 

historic and climate marginalization to attend the 

dialogues and participate in leadership roles. The 

coordinating team developed a matrix of 464 invitees 

that they identified as experts in an ACE element 

and/or keys to making the process successful. To 

ensure representation of all the ACE elements, the 

matrix included notes about which areas and 

subsections of ACE representation (see Figure 2). To 

better fit national circumstances, the team also 

specifically invited ACE-related practitioners from 

frontline communities, tribal nations, branding and 

strategic communication, anti-racist work, and 

climate justice. Measurement, evaluation, 

philanthropy, and funding representatives were 

included to facilitate and provide guidance on the 

process. 

 

iii. Our participatory approach: Talanoa and 

backcasting 

Talanoa is a traditional, inclusive, participatory, and 

transparent dialogue approach practiced by the 

indigenous communities in Fiji and the Pacific 

(UNFCCC 2018). The Fijian word ‘Talanoa’ refers to 

an inclusive process of dialogue where all 

participants, regardless of power or influence, are 

peers. The approach is designed to share stories in an 

environment with built-in trust and empathy. This 

Indigenous methodology must be recognized as a tool 

that emerged from decolonization efforts for 

indigenous sovereignty and self-determination, 

particularly with respect to climate action (Ludi et al. 

2018; Nhamo 2018, Mundaca et al. 2019). It creates a 

space for dialogue where multi-level participants can 

co-create strategies through common understanding, 

resulting in stronger decision-making for everyone. 

The Talanoa dialogue process answers three guiding  
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Figure 2: Matrix of ACE community representation. 

 

questions: Where are we? Where do we want to be? 

How do we get there?  

 

The US ACE dialogues embraced the Talanoa process, 

setting the stage for collaborative and action-

oriented open conversations focused on creating a 

shared vision rather than the promotion of individual 

projects or methodologies. The Talanoa style leveled 

existing and perceived hierarchies among 

participants and promoted meaningful conversations 

and relationship building while collaboratively 

creating policy recommendations.  

 

Following the Citizens’ Climate Engagement Network 

(CCEN) Engage4Climate toolkit (CCEN 2015), the 

dialogues were facilitated in the Talanoa spirit 

through facilitative questions and a backcasting 

approach based on a 20-year visioning process and 

mapping out action steps in ten-, five-, and two-year 

timeframes. The backcasting method included four 

main steps: 
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1. Problem definition and identification of 

priorities for what is to be achieved—

Priorities established by the participants 

through asynchronous surveys were used as 

part of the guiding questions for the dialogue.  

2. Development of a collective vision for 2040—

Framing the conversation initially in terms of 

the social and scientific necessities for where 

the country needs to be in 2040, rather than 

how to make progress from where we are 

now, encouraged creativity, reduced cynicism 

related to political will, and deemphasized 

discussion of individual plans, programs, and 

legislation. This change in perspective 

allowed a truly shared vision of the path to 

building a transformative national ACE effort 

to emerge.  

3. Analysis of present potential and future 

challenges for achieving targets—Participants 

leveraged the experience and knowledge of 

everyone involved to determine the main 

challenges to scale-up and implementation of 

their vision for ACE at the national level. 

4. Goal setting for 10, 5, and 2 year horizons—

This backcasting process saw participants 

describing what an empowered, informed, 

and active society would look like in 2040 and 

creating goals sufficient to achieve that 20-

year vision at 10, 5, and 2 year intervals, in 

that order.  

 

At the beginning of the process, there was no 

specification of metrics, such as a greenhouse gas 

reduction target, to be met by the 2040 vision. 

Instead, all targets and goals were set collaboratively 

by the community. Expectations around the inclusion 

of social and environmental justice and a community-

centered approach were set at the launch event and 

reinforced by facilitators, but these priorities again 

stemmed from input from the ACE community. 

 

iv. Working across distances: virtual dialogue 

environment 

Historically, it was not thought possible to work 

virtually across diverse communities in respectful 

and meaningful ways; however, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, all aspects of the ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework were conducted using virtual tools. 

Dialogue events were convened over Zoom with the 

launch and community review launch events 

conducted as webinars and the four dialogues 

themselves run as Zoom meetings. All events were 

recorded to assist the writing team to faithfully 

capture all thoughts shared, and the launch event 

webinars were posted online for reference by 

participants.  

 

Several benefits to this virtual approach were 

identified. The virtual environment provided 

expanded transparency, improved accessibility for 

participation, and reduced the carbon footprint of the 

overall process. In addition, the synchronous and 

asynchronous work leveled the playing field, broke 

status barriers and allowed people to participate with 

few resources and low time commitments. 

 

v. Designing visions for ACE: the dialogues 

The development of An ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework for the United States involved a series of 

dialogues during the month of August 2020. The 

launch event on August 6, 2020 introduced the 

background of the project, outlined the process, and 

explained the critical intersection of ACE and climate 

justice work. Speakers included public officials, 

activists, academics, environmental justice 

luminaries, and representatives of communities on 

the front line of climate change. The launch event set 

a shared foundation of understanding of the U.S. 

national context, the scope of the full range of ACE 

elements, highlight the central importance of justice 

to the ACE process and vice-versa, and the value of 

ACE for community-driven decision making.  

 

To address intersectionality between ACE elements, 

the six officially recognized ACE elements were 

condensed into four intersecting pathways, each the 

focus of a dialogue session: (1) transformational 

learning and engagement; (2) inclusive and 
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responsible community engagement in decision-

making; (3) training a climate-ready workforce; and 

(4) sectoral, sub-national, national, Indigenous, and 

international coordination and collaboration. These 

dialogue sessions were conducted over two weeks in 

August of 2020. Synthesized surveyed priorities were 

used to determine major topics of interest with 

respect to the dialogue theme. These broad topics 

were assigned to a “breakout group” with a facilitator 

and rapporteur. The priorities and breakout groups 

were refined during the beginning of the pathway 

dialogues to ensure it was reflective of the collective 

thinking and that all groups were kept to 10 

participants or less. After a Zoom poll, if a category 

had more than 10 interested participants, it would be 

split into two groups to allow for more active and 

nuanced conversation. Groups with 3-6 participants, 

not including the facilitator and rapporteur, allowed 

a richness of discussion, coverage of thematic areas 

and development of concrete action-oriented 

outcomes. To allow for all thoughts to be recorded, 

each breakout was held in a separate Zoom meeting. 

Meeting links and breakout group topics, as well as 

launch event speaker bios and other important 

information updated in real time, were made 

accessible to attendees in a dynamic “Roadmap” that 

guided attendees through the entire process. Once in 

breakout rooms, dialogue facilitators led the 

conversations and rapporteurs recorded the 

discussion. As part of the effort to disrupt traditional 

power structures and ensure that conversations 

reflected the entire community, priority was given to 

Black and Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) 

when recruiting facilitators and rapporteurs.  

 

At the end of each dialogue, facilitators and 

rapporteurs reported back to the full plenary a 

summary of their conversation before the session 

adjourned. Within 24 hours of the end of a dialogue, 

facilitators, rapporteurs, and a synthesis lead, chosen 

by the coordinating team for their expertise in the 

dialogue topic, compiled and emailed to all 

participants of the entire process a two page 

synthesis report of the dialogue. Keeping reports kept 

everyone informed of the context and tone of the 

conversation and assisted in the development of a 

cohesive strategy over four dialogues spread over 

two weeks.  

 

vi. Review and writing process 

After all dialogues, a nimble two-person team of 

writers drafted the ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework based on the synthesis reports, 

rapporteur notes, and recordings of the breakout 

groups. The writing team members were chosen 

intentionally for their deep expertise in ACE and 

experience with different types of power and 

knowledge; academia, local government, small 

business, frontline communities, and federal 

perspectives were all considered in the framing and 

language of the ACE Strategic Planning Framework. 

Crucially, these considerations did not affect the 

content of the ACE Strategic Planning Framework; the 

Talanoa process results in community-centered 

policy, rather than being written for government 

sensibilities. To honor the spirit of the Talanoa 

process and the principle of equity, the writing team 

gave weight to every point that came out of the 

dialogues in order to best represent the contributions 

of participants. To the degree possible, the writers 

endeavored to include comments as they were given, 

rather than processing them through filters of 

political expediency or personal opinion. The intent 

to reflect the will of the dialogue participants is 

critical to the Talanoa process; the writers’ job is to 

execute on paper what the process does in 

conversation, not fit it to a preexisting agenda. 

Reflecting the will of the participants required a 

constant process of reflection and humility around 

biases on behalf of the writers. To ensure this was 

done, an extensive review process was woven in 

iteratively to the writing process. 

 

Review of the draft Strategic Planning Framework 

was conducted in three steps: (1) by the coordinating 

team, (2) by a select group of strategic reviewers 

invited for their expertise and leadership in various 

aspects of ACE, and (3) by the dialogue participants 

and the larger ACE community. The coordinating 

team edited the first draft for major omissions and 
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framing issues. The strategic review, conducted by 

diverse subject experts not involved in the dialogues, 

ensured that the ACE Strategic Planning Framework 

was as properly constructed and representative of 

the breadth of the ACE work. The community review 

invited all participants and additional actors of ACE-

related efforts to give feedback on the Framework 

document. To facilitate the community review we 

used a mechanism, modeled from the IPCC review 

process, for reviewers to input their comments to a 

line-numbered document. For full transparency, we 

tracked all suggestions and responses to comments 

from the writing team. 

 

vii. Circulation and coalition building 

After incorporating comments and suggestions, the 

ACE Strategic Planning Framework was finalized and 

distributed to participants, networks and key ACE 

community leaders identified by the coordinating 

team. Organizations and individuals were invited to 

become signatories to the ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework to show their support. Additionally, 

outreach efforts on the scope, design and outcomes of 

the process have been carried out through 

policymaker and stakeholder briefings, workshops, 

and through the United Nations Climate dialogues.  

 

IV. Conclusions 

This community-driven participatory methodology 

combining backcasting and Talanoa dialogue 

approaches for strategic planning created 

widespread buy-in from key stakeholders from the 

US ACE community. The methodology is a novel 

approach that facilitates shared understanding and 

alignment and saves time and resources. Dialogue 

participants, reviewers, and the vast facilitation team 

recognized the community driven approach 

described in the case of the ACE Strategic Planning 

Framework process in the United States as beneficial 

to fostering justice in climate change policy making. 

The Talanoa dialogue process was an effective way to 

amplify marginalized voices in decision-making 

arenas and to learn from and with each other across 

different communities working towards climate 

justice (Bowman and Morrison 2021, 82-92). These 

practices shifted who was heard and how expertise 

was positioned, illuminating how knowledge and 

innovation is dispersed across multiple contexts and 

communities.  

 

As a result of our approach, many participants 

recognized that the boundary spanning role of ACE 

should underpin all climate action to ensure public 

engagement and that involvement, design and 

implementation responds to local needs and 

capabilities. Moreover, an ACE National Strategy 

would enable and encourage cross-sector 

collaboration and coordination for climate action in a 

model that encompasses local participation, 

leadership, and consent. Collaborative design and 

learning helped engage those normally siloed into 

discrete spaces in collaborative, interdisciplinary and 

intersectional work to accelerate all types of climate 

action. The outcomes from this process suggest that 

fostering cross-community communication practices 

and informed engagement in collaborative design, as 

ACE implies, increases the odds of fulfilling the 

transformative potential of bold climate action and 

participatory decision-making (Fleming and 

Waguespack 2007).  

 

Purposefully engaging diverse communities and 

networks in this collaborative visioning and design 

work allowed for strategic positioning of this work 

across many different scales. In order to attain this, it 

was necessary to shift who defined national ACE 

priorities. This required new ways of organizing, 

collaborating, and being rooted in relation to one 

another, grounded in the principles identified above. 

Engaging in this way in ACE has the potential to 

create pathways for broad civic support to accelerate 

climate action and repair historically fractured 

relationships between diverse communities, 

governments, and organizations by building respect 

and understanding as people engaged in shared 

work.  

 

In conclusion, enacting Action for Climate 

Empowerment using participatory collaborative 

design practices has the potential to accelerate 
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climate action through engaging diverse community 

thought and fostering broad-based support for 

ambitious climate policy that is responsive to 

community needs and capabilities. In line with the 

ACE elements, as a result of this work, the authors 

offer the following recommendations for 

policymakers to ensure equitable and just design of 

effective climate and resilience policy: 

 

1. Openness and accountability—Policy making 

should have timely and up-to-date 

information available through all stages of 

decision making for effective participation. 

2. Participatory design practices—Climate and 

resilience policies should be built and 

implemented through multilevel 

consultations with affected groups and 

networks that give them authentic decision-

making authority and authorship on ACE 

work. 

3. Prioritization of marginalized groups—

Participation of marginalized communities 

and networks needs to be supported in all 

ways possible, including funding and 

developing adequate pathways for 

participation. 

In order to develop effective, groundbreaking, and 

collaborative ACE policy to most impactfully design 

and accelerate climate action, we need to ensure that 

the ideas, values, and knowledge of all affected 

communities are considered. To truly have such 

diversity of thought and being in the world present in 

decision making, we need to ensure that not only are 

all given space to speak and share but also that 

everyone is seeking understanding of different 

perspectives and approaches (Bowman and Morrison 

2021). It is through this new and transformative 

process of co-designing policy with marginalized and 

affected communities and the groups that will 

implement the policy, that truly equitable, effective, 

and empowering climate policy can be developed. 
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