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Climate Change and Institutional Design: Three Potential Design Areas
Climate change has been called the “challenge of our generation” because it poses a threat to people in
every country regardless of borders, wealth, or governance choices. 1, 2, 3, 4 Among environmental scholars and
theorists, there has been extensive debate about how to deal with climate change and whether our current
government arrangements are capable of the task.5, 6, 7, 8, 9 If scholars at the end of the 20th century believed that
democracy was a settled question, they likely did not anticipate democracies trying to contend with an
international, national, and local crisis as extensive as climate change. Scholars question whether democracy is the
best form of government to handle such a “wicked” problem, and some scholars have even suggested that
democracy may not be capable of handling climate change at all.10 Empirical research on the subject suggests that
democracies are not dealing with climate change much better than nondemocracies.11, 12, 13
Should we abandon our theories about democracy because of its shortcomings in dealing with climate
change? The literature suggests that there are aspects of climate change governance that democracies may be
better prepared for than nondemocracies, such as committing to international agreements, making political
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commitments, and having greater concern for human rights.14, 15, 16 So instead of abandoning democracy
altogether, scholars are turning towards understanding the institutional features of democracies that are equipped
to handle climate change and those not equipped to handle climate change which may need to be adjusted. 17, 18,
19, 20

This analysis seeks to review the literature on institutional design and climate change policy in democracies

and asks whether there are certain types of institutional arrangements which help democracies deal with climate
change. It will focus on three formal institutional arenas frequently recommended for impacting climate change
policies: electoral institutions, federalism and local-power sharing structures, and non-majoritarian climate change
institutions. Each of these areas will be explored according to three questions. Which specific problems are
reforms in these areas meant to address? How have these institutional arrangements been studied thus far?
Finally, what might future research look like for climate change policies and institutional design? After reviewing
these areas, it is clear that more work is needed to create theories of power sharing that apply to these
institutions. Preliminary research has demonstrated that there are relationships between certain electoral
arrangements and climate change, but these as well as the federalism and non-majoritarian studies all require
increased research.
Why Institutions?
Of all the aspects of democracies that could be relevant to understanding climate change policies, why
should we study institutions? The reason institutions are relevant to this policy domain can be traced in part to the
precedent of using institutions to study problems of “the commons” and commons resource management. In
attempting to understand how to deal with commons resource management outside of states or market actors,
The World Commission on Environment and Development and Elinor Ostrom began a line of thought that sought
to understand the design principles behind successful outcomes.21, 22 The World Commission started the discussion
of international sustainable development and argued that institutions, including transnational agreements, should
be a focal point in dealing with questions of sustainability around the world. 23 Ostrom’s focus on local institutions
will be taken up later in this analysis, but endogenous to the discussion is the idea that institutions matter to
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questions of governing resources. Following this basic premise, other scholars have continued to evaluate
institutional design for environmental politics.24, 25, 26
In addition to the purely environmental/climate focus, political scientists have theorized and measured
the effects that institutions have on substantive outcomes for democracies and suggest that it is important to
focus on institutions to fully understand how political actors behave.27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32 Institutional analysis
emphasizes the importance of the conditions which shape behavior and so different institutional designs are
expected to generate different incentives affecting the goals, interests, and behaviors of actors.33 Because there
are many institutionalist scholars, there are as many different research styles and subjects within the field of new
institutionalism, and many different research questions 34. However, because climate change is a different type of
issue than liberal democracy for instance, it requires its own specific objectives to study it.35, 36 New lines of study
such as research on Latin America completed by Daniel Ryan, detail that climate change represents a unique
problem for democracies because of its cross-cutting nature: namely the way it impacts social policy,
environmental policy, and economic policy.37 Institutions are important specifically for this topic because they are
predicted to have effects on the behavior of countries and are recommended as an area where design can take
place to mitigate the problems of climate change.38
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The three types of institutions chosen for this analysis are three that are discussed regularly by
institutionalists, but especially by scholars who study climate change and its unique problems.39, 40, 41, 42 An
example of one of these problems is that climate change mitigation involves a level of future planning and
uncertainty that other policy domains do not, so it comes in direct contrast with the short-term planning of elected
officials that often characterizes democracies.43, 44 As such, some have proposed designing and redesigning
institutions to account for the problem of short-term planning specifically as it relates to climate change.45, 46, 47
The following analysis will discuss institutions related to elections and voting, federalism/local-power sharing
institutions, and non-majoritarian institutions, which have all been proposed as ways to deal with specific climate
change dilemmas for democracies. Questions of power-dynamics, veto points, and institutional strength and
capacity run throughout the institutions discussed in this analysis.
Elections, Voting, and Climate Change
Because of its scope, there is reason to believe that climate change will impact elections and that
elections then have a further impact on climate change.48, 49, 50 Obradovich found that increases in temperatures
reduce officeholders’ vote shares and that with projected temperature rises, turnover is likely to increase over the
next 70 years around the world because of climate change (2017). Higher turnover in elections can result not only
in shorter-term policies, but in instability for regimes, especially those in the global south or countries that suffer
from issues of institutional capacity and stability 51. The problems with long-term decision-making are well-known
and studied in democracies where electoral frames are already shorter than policy-making frames, but the
possibility of a further-extended electoral cycle suggests that climate change presents unique and intimidating
problems for democracy, especially when coupled with likely increases in the number of refugees around the
39
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world, food and water shortages, and natural disasters.52, 53 This section discusses electoral institutions which are
directly related to the problems of climate change and elections. It goes on to suggest future areas for this
research to help continue to determine the connections between electoral institutions and climate change.
A common debate among institutional scholars is whether parliamentary or presidential democracies
create better outcomes.54, 55 This has been brought up in the climate change literature, with some mixed
theoretical ideas about how both systems should work. Some have proposed that presidential systems might be
better because policy is less likely to be overturned in these systems and because they require a larger winning
coalition, so less spending would be monopolized by minority contingents that could be taken away from public
goods.56 Still others suggest that parliamentary systems could also have an easier time creating policies in the first
place and that they generally create more policies related to public goods.57 By evaluating environmental policies
generally as well as carbon dioxide policies, the evidence points towards presidential systems having a slight edge
in implementing these types of policies over time.58, 59 This suggests that the separation of powers present in
presidential systems, the size of the winning coalition, or perhaps some other feature may contribute to the
presence of certain types of policies. Building from the potential for presidential systems and climate policy, some
have recommended using the presence of a presidential system, and the office of the president itself, to leverage
climate change and give it high political relevance.60 For instance, in Brazil, the Civil House of the Presidency
coordinates “The Action Plan for Prevention and Control of Amazonia” (PPCDAm, its Portuguese acronym), and
specifically works to assist the President in this sector and keep climate change on the agenda. 61
While adding new institutional features to existing presidential systems may prove promising, and Brazil
has had success with increasing its renewable energy use, for countries without presidential systems, changing
structural rules may be extremely difficult. 62 Even if there is evidence that existing presidential systems perform
better, there is no evidence that parliamentary systems transforming themselves would be the best or only
institutional design change with an impact on climate change. Additionally, presidential and parliamentary
questions are not the only ones pursued by those interested in questions of electoral characteristics and climate
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change. Multiple scholars have studied the correlations between the types of parties present and the presence of
climate change policies.63, 64 Left-wing parties tend to do better for environmental outcomes, with the caveat that
factors such as the state of economy, where in the government the left-wing parties are located, and whether the
party is labor, green, or Christian Democratic have specific impacts on outcomes. Neumayer found evidence that
left-wing government in cabinets results in a weak and sometimes positive effect on pollution levels, while leftlibertarian parties specifically and left parties in the Parliament result in strongly negative levels of pollution65. This
finding was further echoed by Bernauer and Koubi who found that the strength of green parties contributes to
environmental quality, while labor unions do not have a positive effect.66 More recently, using panel data, Wen et
al. found that left-wing governments prefer environmental quality policies to economic growth policies, unless
they are under public pressure for more growth policies: and that Christian Democratic parties can be included
with left-wing parties in this instance.67 If countries with specific types of parties have an advantage for climate
change policy, how can countries ensure that they get these types of parties in government?
The answer may lay in electoral systems. The debate between proportional representation (PR) systems
and majoritarian systems is as contentious as the one between presidential and parliamentary systems, though
there has been less large-n research behind which type of electoral system benefits climate change policies outside
of Europe and North America. 68, 69, 70, 71, 72 One theory behind electoral system choice and climate change policies
is that PR systems give more opportunities for environmentally-concerned voters to be represented in Parliaments
by green parties compared with majoritarian systems which bring voters to the center and requires a larger
coalition for climate change policies to take shape.73, 74 Similarly, if the presence of left governments helps to
increase environmental policies, there is evidence that PR systems tend to favor center-left governments
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compared to majoritarian systems which favor center-right governments.75 Building from these theories is the idea
that PR systems can diffuse the costs of public goods over the public more easily than in majoritarian systems
which face powerful opposition to high energy costs and redistributive policies in general. 76
To test these theories, scholars are relying mostly on OECD countries where the most data have been
available. Harrison and Sundstrom found that in the PR cases they studied, countries implemented stronger
international and domestic policies to combat climate change compared with majoritarian cases.77 They argue that
PR is the reason the EU has been able to show consistent support for climate change policies, particularly
compared with the United States, Canada, and Australia’s lower house which follow the median voter for whom
climate change is not as salient. Similarly, Lipscy completed a panel-data analysis of OECD countries as well as a
natural experiment of countries which changed their electoral systems within the past 25 years.78 He found that PR
systems were correlated with less carbon dioxide intensity and that in the case of countries that changed their
electoral systems, such as Japan and Italy, there were some noticeable differences. Japan’s energy conservation
policies specifically weakened in correlation with a system change that encouraged more broad, popular political
appeal. 79
While there is some preliminary evidence that presidential systems, PR systems, and green/left parties
may benefit climate change policies, this research is far from settled. For instance, do the PR and presidential
arguments imply that policies are a function of some sort of strong institution with the ability to override public
sentiment about high gas prices, or are they about these electoral design choices themselves? The question of
separation and diffusion of powers runs throughout electoral questions and needs to be studied further in relation
to climate change. There should be more work done to connect the evidence about parties with climate change
policies themselves instead of broader categories of public goods and environmental policies. There also needs to
be more done to integrate this work into not just OECD countries, but any number of countries around the world,
especially as data becomes more available. Electoral systems have been studied extensively in terms of welfare
policies, longevity, and functionality, but the literature on electoral systems still needs better integration into
climate change literature and vice versa. There should be more unified, large-n studies which match climate
change policies and climate change policy outcomes with electoral variables.
Federalism/Local Governance
Another problem frequently pointed out about climate change is its asymmetrical and cross-cutting
nature whereby it affects all aspects of society from the local to the national level (and international levels), but

75

Iversen and Soskice ibid.
Lipscy ibid.
77
Harrison and Sundstrom 2014 ibid.
78
Lipscy ibid.
79
Lipscy ibid.
76

Bick 8
power is not always evenly dispersed between different levels of government and people.80 For instance, when the
United States Congress chose not to act on climate change and rejected the Kyoto Protocol, there was some
attempted recourse against it, but ultimately no other level of government had the ability to undo it because of
the way the treaty powers in the constitution are structured. To deal with these problems, power-sharing
arrangements such as federalism and strengthening local governments are sometimes recommended; however,
there are mixed opinions about how these should work and whether they may complicate the governance of
climate change further.81, 82, 83 This section will focus first on the question of federalism generally and then on local
institutions specifically and will recommend some future areas of study for both.
Whether federalism will help or hurt climate change policies around the world is very much an unsettled
question. One example which highlights the complexity is a comparison between the United States/Australia and
Canada. While these cases are extremely similar in terms of the presence of federalism, in the United States and
Australia, federalism has allowed subnational government units to try to implement their own climate change
policies, while in Canada, provinces complicate climate policy because provinces try to protect greenhouse gas
industries rather than working towards climate change policies.84 There are several theories about why federalism
affects climate change policies differently in different locations. One possibility is that there are different levels of
coordination whereby some systems have loose coordination and so end up “competing”, while others have more
cohesive coordination.85 For instance, the EU has stronger authority to coordinate smaller units of government
than a country such as Canada, where powerful provincial units have more power to dictate their actions.86
The structures of institutions themselves may not be the only feature of federalist systems that creates
different results. For instance, public opinion also interacts with the institutions to impact climate change
policies.87 In a place like Germany, public opinion likely helped to create early action on climate change in
conjunction with their federalist system, while in Sweden, even despite being a more centralized, unity country,
public opinion at the local level made the creation of wind-farms difficult. 88, 89 The environmentalist adage “not in
my backyard” appears to affect the potential for climate change policies alongside the type of institutions present.
Another reason federalism may work differently for climate change policies in different places is the regional cost
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of acting on climate change.90 Comparisons of economic conditions suggest that the cost of adapting may also
impact their willingness to adopt climate change policies. For example, Germany experienced emissions reductions
prior to EU emissions cuts, which also likely contributed to their early embrace of climate change policies.91
In addition to attempts to understand the connection between conventional federalism which may
include regional, provincial, or municipal levels of government and climate change, others have theorized that the
important part of the federalism debate is that agency can be given to local people to act in the best interest of
their own resource management.92, 93, 94 With this conceptualization, federalism itself is not the focus per se,
though it is part of the equation, but instead it is the ability of local people to create their own institutions.
Unsurprisingly, this research draws heavily from Ostrom’s Governing the Commons, which first suggested that local
people can successfully devise their own resource management systems to overcome the “tragedy of the
commons” where shared resources are depleted because there is an incentive to overuse them.95 Since this initial
study, others have attempted to build on this theory and on Ostrom’s design principles specifically.
Huntjens et al. continued this discussion by analyzing Ostrom’s original design principles in the context of
three countries (the Netherlands, Australia, and South Africa) and found that the majority of Ostrom’s eight
principles were still important in these cases related specifically to climate change.96 They argue that in these
cases, specific features of local geography, ecology, economies, and culture mean that while design is key, that
design must be focused on localized climate change adaptation and institutions that can learn and adapt
themselves.97 Kehew et al. do not directly pursue a follow-up to Ostrom’s design ideas, but similarly are interested
in the involvement of local government units in climate change policies within countries.98 They chose to study
South Africa, the Philippines, and Mexico, three “global south” countries where interesting or innovative climate
change policies have formed and all three of these cases allowed for funding to be given to local governments for
the purposes of climate change initiatives.99 Their findings demonstrate that there are interesting differences
among these cases, such as whether the local governments are encouraged to “mainstream” their climate policies
into the federal or higher-level government policies or to create their own unique policies.100 The question of
“mainstreaming” or creating unique policies relates to the idea of loose or cohesive coordination mentioned
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above, but also allows conceptualization of the coordination from a bottom-up perspective whereby cities may
choose to follow or create their own policies regardless of the type of federalism present. A final example of local
governance comes from a study by Ingty which examined the application of traditional ecological governance in
the Himalayan mountains in India to climate change adaptation.101 The study found that knowledge from these
communities can be useful for different aspects of climate change adaptation and has the capacity to work
alongside scientific data. 102 This example highlights that studying climate change institutions may rely heavily on
local knowledge when discussing federalism and local governance.
These studies represent only a small fraction of the potential for research on federalism, local
governance, and climate change. However, some noticeable similarities stand out about this body of research
compared with the last section. Like the electoral literature, there needs to be increased focus on developing
countries as well as developed countries, especially in terms of theory-building. Much of the work done on
theories of federalism’s interaction with climate change have come from OECD countries. Additionally, this field
would benefit from more large-n studies and more inventive research designs. For instance, have there been cases
where countries have adjusted the amount of power given to provincial or local entities, and how has that affected
climate change policy? Scholars may borrow from research designs which look at electoral system changes to
incorporate the same types of natural experiments. Since Ostrom’s original design, there does not appear to have
been as much innovation in the research design for this area as there could be.
Non-Majoritarian Institutions
As mentioned above, climate change presents a problem for governance for long-term decision-making in
democracies and is likely to induce specific power imbalances.103, 104, 105, 106 In addition to questions of power in
electoral systems and for different levels of government, another question is whether current configurations of
democracies can represent future generations, especially with the expectation that climate change will cause
lasting effects far into the future. The question of how to create intergenerational equity is relatively new in the
institutions literature, but there is evidence that democracies overweight the views of present generations by
focusing on issues such as social security over long-term issues such as the preservation of natural resources.107, 108,
109

To contend with the question of longer-term governance as well as side-stepping problems of high turnover in
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counsels adjacent to existing institutions that have a specific focus on climate policies, the protection of future
generations, and understand technocratic solutions to climate change governance and management. This section
will focus on these types of institutions, limited evidence about them, and how they may be studied in the future.
Non-majoritarian institutions are in some ways more difficult to study and quantify than the other types
discussed above because they have only recently been related to commons governance and climate change.
However, there are several interesting existing examples of non-majoritarian institutions, which will be discussed
in more detail in the following paragraphs. 110 Before discussing how these work, it seems necessary to explain
what a non-majoritarian institution is and why it differs from other types of institutional arrangements. At the
most basic level non-majoritarian means that the majority of the citizens do not have political decision-making
power in that institution. 111 Sweet and Thatcher define them specifically as “those governmental entities that (a)
possess and exercise some grant of specialized public authority, separate from that of other institutions, but (b)
are neither directly elected by the people, nor directly managed by elected officials.112” Instead, decision-making
power is delegated to a different apparatus, including institutions such as independent regulatory agencies,
specialized courts, standard-setting boards, and central banks. According to theorists of these types of institutions,
they may provide an additional avenue for the separation of powers so that power cannot be concentrated in a
single government institution.113 They are also said to provide another avenue for horizontal accountability,
whereby parallel institutions keep each other in line rather than higher levels checking lower levels as we see in
federalism.114, 115, 116 In the specific instance of non-majoritarian institutions for climate change, Thompson
discusses how the concept of trusteeship serves as an important feature because these institutions would be
tasked with being trustees for the future, suggesting a specific type of representation based on future outcomes
rather than the present, on which current institutions tend to focus. 117
Where can we find examples of these institutions? How do they work in practice? The UN reports that
examples of specific offices to protect future generations can be found in Hungary, Israel, Canada, Finland, and
Wales. 118 Other countries such as the Phillipines, Norway, and Germany have also moved towards the creation of
institutions to serve future generations in an envioronmental capacity. There is some variety in the format of these
institutions and the functions/roles they serve. Some are modeled after independent commissions or citizen
assemblies. The benefits of commission-style institutions according to Thompson are that they are made up of
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people with specific expertise who are still average citizens and so more closely resemble citizens of the future
than current politicians.119 One of the most prominent cases of these institutions was Israel’s commission
established in 2001.120 Its task was to review legislation and its effect on future generations using investigatory and
advisory powers. It was intended to complete these duties by looking not only at directly environmental
legislation, but any type of legislation it found potentially relevant to future generations. The commission had
considerable ability to delay legislation it found problematic in a similar fashion as US Senate filibusters.121
However, it was disbanded in 2007 by the Parliament.
Another commission-style institution can be found in Hungary, which in 2008 created the Parliamentary
Commissioner for Future Generations, now absorbed into a broad institution called the Office of the Commissioner
for Fundamental Rights.122, 123 The commissioner’s jobs include giving opinions on draft rules of law affecting the
environment and future generations, preparing statistics about the rules, initiating a review of the laws, and
involvement in preparing international treaties.124 New Zealand and Finland also have similar institutions, although
the committee in Finland has a much more limited role and only deliberates with Parliament upon request. Visible
within these different institutions are questions of whether they should have the power to create and/or veto
laws.125 Tremmel argues that giving them these types of powers would require the restructuring of legislatures and
dealing with questions of power and checks and balances, but that it is also needed if they are to able to make a
difference for climate change.126 In the case of a place such as Israel, the commission was viewed as being too
powerful and therefore problematic because of its broad scope and legislative-stalling powers. Striking the correct
amount of legislative powers is likely to be a place for the future research and design of these institutions.
To deal with a perceived problem of overly-powerful non-majoritarian institutions, some countries have
also chosen to situate these institutions within existing bureaucracies and other institutions such as Germany's
advisory council, Canada's Auditor General, or the Philippines judiciary which has adopted specific measures for
the protection of future generations.127 Obviously if they are situated within existing legislatures, they may not
meet the definition listed above for non-majoritarian institutions not being directly managed by elected officials,
but it appears to be a fine line in some of these cases, and one worth discussing. For instance, Canada established
the Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development in 1995 and situated it within the Office of
the Auditor General so that it can conduct assessments of departments of the Federal Government and oversees
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the petitions process.128 Germany chose to use a Parliamentary Advisory Council, which was established in 2009, to
provide support in the parliamentary process and make recommendations for planning, including evaluating the
sustainability impact assessments.129, 130 However, the parliamentary rules do not specify whether and to what
degree the recommendations made by the Advisory Council must be considered by other parliamentary
committees.131, 132 In this way, it clearly does not have the comparative power that Israel’s institution, or even
Hungary’s have. There could be an argument made that situating these committees within existing institutions
may weaken them too much.
What does the existence of these institutions mean for climate change management and institutional
design? There have yet to be comparative studies on the outcomes from these institutions. Some scholars view
them as having quite a bit of potential, especially when given legislative or judicial review powers133, 134, while
others see them as being problematic for the types of goals they are meant to achieve and for them being able to
maintain any independence rather than being co-opted by the governments in power135. There are also concerns
that these types of institutions which might benefit from technical backgrounds of their members and insulation
from other political institutions, may not have the political leverage or democratic legitimacy to make substantial
changes for climate change.136 In the cases listed above, there is already some indication that politics matters, even
for non-majoritarian institutions; namely, the fact that Israel’s institution was disbanded after a small number of
years, and budget constraints could completely derail an institution such as Hungary’s. 137 By design, these
institutions cause division and separation of powers, which may be helpful for some countries, but for others such
as Germany which already has many veto players, it may cause gridlock, especially if they are given official veto
power.138
Ultimately, we will not know how these institutions are performing until more research is done beyond
describing them and theorizing about them. Non-majoritarian institutions should be studied similarly to the other
institutions in this analysis in terms of looking at tangible climate change policy outcomes. Perhaps a reasonable
place to start may be comparing these institutions across one region, such as Europe, where they have been
popular. Like the other institutions in this analysis though, there cannot be any real indication of how these
institutions perform around the world until more large-n analyses are performed. It is also clear that like the other
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institutions mentioned in this analysis, the simple presence of a non-majoritarian institution will likely not matter
as much as the carefully considered features of its design.
Conclusion
Electoral institutions, federalism, and non-majoritarian institutions represent three areas of institutional
design that have been discussed as potential remedies to the problems from climate change in democracies. This
discussion re-asserts the fact that climate change represents an unparalleled and exceedingly difficult problem for
democracies. Reviewing each of these institutions individually demonstrates that they each may contribute specific
remedies to the problems of climate change. However, these three institutions do not exist in separate worlds
from one another and they all relate to the questions of separation of powers, citizen-engagement, and good
governance. Future research should work to examine whether there is a theory that unifies these all collectively or
at least further unlocks the connections between them. Reasonable questions may include whether federalism
works better in PR systems than majoritarian systems, or whether non-majoritarian institutions are better suited
for policy success in presidential systems/parliamentary systems.139
After reviewing all these institutions individually, it also seems reasonable to ask whether there is one
area that is more promising than the others. As of right now it seems only more research can say for sure. The
most cross-national research has been done in relation to electoral institutions and federalism. However, even
these areas are not fully settled and could use more global theorizing, and large-n research. As the effects of
climate change become more prominent, it will be easier to not only study policy implementation, but also policy
outcomes from around the world in terms of all three institutions. Speaking to the potential for institutional
design in these areas, it should be noted that there is initial evidence that certain types of institutions (namely PR
systems, left-wing parties, presidential systems, and the presence of federalism) may affect the presence of
climate change policies. It is also evident that we do not know exactly which features impact the causal
mechanisms behind these outcomes and the ways that slight, careful adjustments in existing institutions can
impact outcomes. It is likely not feasible for countries to make broad sweeping changes like completely
transforming the structure of their Parliament, nor is it probably advisable for such changes to be made without
better understanding the exact consequences.
It is also worth noting that while institutions clearly matter for policy, their impacts can vary according to
political, social, and cultural contexts in different places.140 There is a continually growing body of research that
suggests that institutions can be designed and can at least help to produce certain outcomes. 141, 142, 143 However,
institutions may have different consequences or impacts in different places, especially the types of large-scale
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formal institutional changes discussed in this analysis.144, 145 As such, it is important to not only study the formal
institutions which are easier to quantify and trace, but to also look to informal institutions which complement,
coexist with, and counter formal institutions. Future research on institutional design and climate change must find
ways to control for and reconcile the additional features of institutions which shape the behaviors of governments.
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