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1. Introduction

For most people, this moment in climate history
has been deeply discouraging. The Trump adminis-
tration’s attacks on environmental protections and
the Paris Agreement undermined earlier progress. Yet
time flies and holding global warming below 2 ◦C
requires ever deeper commitments and ever bolder
actions.

We approached 2020 as if it might become
a rare moment of opportunity for progress on
the climate crisis. Through last year, we suspec-
ted that even if the US left the Paris Agreement—
which it did under President Trump’s order—US
obligations under the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) would still be in
effect. The Biden campaign, meanwhile, appeared
eager to reaffirm international agreements and
bolster US commitments if they won the White
House.

Beneath the back-and-forth of national politics,
Americans had already been hard at work. According
to the 2019Accelerating America’s Pledge report and as
shown in figure 1,

American coalitions of states, cities,
businesses, and others committed to
climate action in support the Paris
Agreement are massive and globally
significant. They now represent 68
percent of U.S. GDP, 65 percent of
U.S. population and 51 percent of

U.S. emissions. If they were a coun-
try, these U.S. coalitions would have
the world’s second largest economy—
second only to the United States itself.
(Hultman et al 2019, p 2).

Meanwhile, the horrific killings of George Floyd
and other African Americans by police, and nation-
wide protests in response, made deep systemic
inequities clearer than ever. Black, Indigenous, and
other People of Color live significantly more dan-
gerous lives with fewer opportunities. They will
face greater harm as the climate system warms, yet
their rights to self-determination and their invalu-
able knowledge have largely been ignored (Porter et al
2020, Haverkamp 2021).

A majority of Americans supported the Black
Lives Matter movement in 2020, albeit with par-
tisan differences (Parker et al 2020). For its part, the
majority in the US House of Representatives declared
that climate solutions provide a pathway to rebound
from the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic
crisis and can ‘begin to repair the legacy of envir-
onmental pollution that has burdened low-income
communities and communities of color for decades.
Climate solutionsmust have justice and equity at their
core’ (House Select Committee on the Climate Crisis
2020, p 1).

All of this seemed to be sinking in with the
public. Majorities of Americans agreed that climate
change is real and primarily caused by human activit-
ies, although importantmisunderstandings remained
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Figure 1. Distribution of commitments: thousands of
leaders have committed to climate action in their
jurisdictions or organizations.
Credit: America’s Pledge

and still do (Leiserowitz et al 2018). The level of
concern across the political spectrum has never been
higher (Goldberg et al 2020). Even so, climate was not
a top priority for voters going into the 2020 elections
(Leiserowitz et al 2020), and confidence that human-
ity will succeed in reducing global warming was not
very high (Leiserowitz et al 2018).

The US has an obligation to do more to foster
climate change learning and action. Article 6 of the
UNFCCC (United Nations General Assembly 1992)
andArticle 12 of the Paris Agreement (UnitedNations
General Assembly 2015), which are now known
as Action for Climate Empowerment (ACE), urges
countries to increase public understanding, build
capacity, and empower people to participate in creat-
ive decision-making and behavioral change. ACE calls
upon every nation to develop a national strategy that
is guided by principles of gender equity and intergen-
erational and multi-sectoral collaboration.

ACE guidelines fromUNESCO and the UNFCCC
Secretariat are both optimistic and demanding:

The solutions to the negative effects
of climate change are also the paths
to a safer, healthier, cleaner and more
prosperous future for all. However,
for such a future to become reality,
citizens of all countries, at all levels
of government, society and enterprise,
need to understand and be involved.
(Paas and Goodman 2016, p 2).

This theory of change, as embraced by the
UNFCCC, is based on the premise that climate action
is accelerated by working with a coordinated constel-
lation of networks that are tightly connected at key
points, known as ‘knotworking’ (Engeström 2005,
Lidskog and Elander 2010). Racial equity, environ-
mental justice and the rights of low-income and
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) are
equally central to ACE goals and strategic planning

processes. Moreover, the framers of the UNFCCC
treaty considered Action for Climate Empowerment
central to achieving a just and efficient transition to a
low-carbon world. To date, however, no major emit-
ting country has produced an ACE national strategy.

We believe that now is the time for the United
States to act. As ACE leaders from diverse communit-
ies and perspectives, we organized an initiative that
produced a collaborative ACE national Strategic Plan-
ning Framework, which was completed and made
public on November 30, 2020 (Bowman and Mor-
rison 2020a). This framework made substantial pro-
gress toward developing an equitable and just ACE
national strategy for the United States and provided
a highly effective participatory process for complet-
ing the strategy in time for COP26 in November
of 2021.

An ACE National Strategic Planning Framework
for the United States accomplishes a number of
important things. It identifies key ingredients of an
effective national strategic plan; provides the shared
vision for where public engagement should be in 2040
by diverse organizations and communities of prac-
tice in public engagement; identifies the ACE com-
munity’s12 chief concerns; calls for multiple evalu-
ation methodologies that are responsive to diverse
communities and cultures; clarifies key obstacles and
opportunities to improving capacity and perform-
ance; disrupts historic inequities and demonstrates
an effective participatory process for fully integrat-
ing the voices, knowledge, concerns, and leadership
of marginalized peoples; recommends infrastructure
to improve strategic alignment and collaboration
among ACE initiatives; and establishes a broad coali-
tion of climate action leaders who express deep sup-
port for an ACE national strategic plan.

At its core, the Strategic Planning Framework
effort demonstrated how a participatory process built
on mutual respect and equitable co-creation can
increase commitments among the numerous indi-
viduals, organization, and networks that are needed
to build an effective and equitable public response to
the climate crisis (Bowman and Morrison 2020b).

2. ACE resources are deep but poorly
aligned

As we undertook this task, we acknowledged that the
US has an abundance of resources for public educa-
tion, engagement, and empowerment (figure 2). We

12 The ACE Community is a general name for the many organiz-
ations and people working across the six ACE elements. A cross-
section of the community members can be found in appendix A
of An ACE National Strategic Planning Framework for the United
States (Bowman and Morrison 2020a). Co-coordinating, design-
ing, and writing work. Bowman, T., Morrison, D., & US ACE
National Community. Retrieve from https://aceframework.us/the-
framework.
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Figure 2. One of many attempts to model the many aspects of public outreach and education (climateecos.org).
Credit: Mark McCaffrey and Climate ECOS

have formal education programs from kindergarten
through graduate school, and technical education.
There are lifelong learning opportunities atmuseums,
aquariums and zoos. We have myriad in-service and
professional training programs involving Tribal and
city governments, NGOs, community groups, pro-
fessional societies and trade associations. Leading
organizations have issued summaries and messaging
platforms in climate science, public health, environ-
mental justice, national security, economics and busi-
ness. And federal partnerships and various organ-
izations and networks help facilitate information
exchange amongmany ACE communities of practice.

In addition, public opinion research is ongoing
andmulti-dimensional, and assessments with recom-
mendations for public outreach appear from time
to time. We have active social movements, includ-
ing investor campaigns, legal actions, and campaigns
led by youth, Indigenous communities and com-
munities of color. Cities, companies, NGOs and
other institutions are making climate commitments.
Many businesses are revising their supply chains,
operations, and reporting practices. Entrepreneurs,
meanwhile, bring innovations and new expectations
to the public via consumer and industrial mar-
kets. There is even a non-profit media relations
office that delivers climate-related stories to the press
(climatenexus.org).

All of this good work delivers results, yet the ACE
community’s collective efforts are poorly aligned.
There is still much to be done and time is of the
essence. Strategic planning can, among other bene-
fits, address some well-known obstacles.

(a) Our diverse ACE communities need to learn
from historically marginalized People of
Color and Indigenous leaders. Their interests,
knowledge, expertise, styles of communication
and creativity are invaluable assets that have

been ignored for too long. It seems axiomatic
to say, for example, that local knowledge plays
a crucial role as communities cope with the
warming climate (Kaplan 2020). The ACE com-
munity asserts that an effective national strategy
can and should promote inclusive decision-
making, respect for the rights of minority
communities, and establish a shared vision of
justice in ACE activities. The Strategic Frame-
work further recognizes that local and Indigen-
ous knowledge are not commodities that are
available for others to extract. Rather, the ini-
tiative demonstrates how trusting relationships
based on genuine engagement and reciprocity
are the foundation for mutual commitment
and exchange of knowledge and expertise in
achieving societal goals. Consent is a crucial, yet
oftenmissing element of collaborative problem-
solving.

(b) Fischhoff (2007) observes how important
humility and collaboration are in other areas
as well.

Climate science is needed to focus on
choices that matter and get the facts
right. Decision science is needed to
identify the facts that should mat-
ter most when people evaluate their
options. Social science is needed to
describe people’s perceptions of those
critical facts, as well as their goals
when making choices (p. 7206).

And writers and designers are needed to
make messages accessible and ‘sticky.’
Unfortunately, collaborations across differ-

ent ACE disciplines are rarely funded and are
still relatively unusual. The Strategic Framework
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recommends better alignment of skillsets and
funding to support backbone organizations that
will promotemore creative collaboration. Addi-
tionally, the ACE community calls for bet-
ter and more consistent evaluation—including
by culturally-appropriate methodologies—and
evidence-based decision-making. The object-
ives are to identify the attributes of successful
community-based and regional initiatives and
encourage their uptake elsewhere.

(c) Too many funding decisions are made without
a clear understanding of their strategic merit or
the timescales required for projects to achieve
their full potential. Few ACE initiatives advance
beyond the proof-of-concept phase. Even at this
level, funding choices often reflect the funders’
institutional preferences and boundaries rather
than strategic alignmentwith other ACE activit-
ies. An ACE national strategy should help guide
increased and sustained financial investments
that increase the ACE community’s collective
impact.

These are a few of the ways in which the Stra-
tegic Framework calls for a national strategy that will
bolster commitments that the US urgently needs.
The Strategic Framework recommends that funding
applications be simplified so that community-based
organizations are more able to compete and that
decisions be aligned with project timescales, support
the infrastructure needed to keep effective ACE act-
ors engaged, and be responsive to evaluations of pro-
ject effectiveness. These and other changes will help
keep the nation’s most experienced talent working on
public empowerment, which is not always possible
now. A national strategy can be designed to guide par-
ticipatory and evidence-based decision-making that
embraces historically marginalized knowledge and
views. The plan can support the financial investments
that are needed to meet the public empowerment
challenge successfully.

Beyond these issues, the Strategic Framework ini-
tiative makes substantive and specific recommenda-
tions to policymakers and the funding community
regarding each of the six ACE elements: education,
training, public awareness, public access to informa-
tion, public participation and international cooper-
ation. The recommendations can be woven into
policies at every level of government.

As the organizers of this effort, however, we could
not have foreseen all of the outcomes when we under-
took the project. Indeed, undertaking something as
expansive as a national strategic planning process for
public engagement without the official support of the
federal government seemed highly speculative from
the beginning.

In truth, the organizers and participants
recognized that the 2020 presidential election might

create a rare moment of opportunity to address
long-standing weaknesses in the nation’s efforts to
engage the public in justice and climate action. They
embraced the ACE national planning guidelines
provided by UNESCO and the UNFCCC Secretari-
ate and were thoughtful about the unique social and
multi-cultural circumstances of the United States.
The results suggest that the entrepreneurial nature of
the process and the trust that participants placed in
their peers were significant factors in the quality of
the outcomes.

3. The ACE framework building process

UNFCCCArticle 6 calls attention to education, train-
ing, public awareness, public access to information,
public participation and international cooperation
(figure 3). These terms suggest that learning, broadly
defined, is essential for deliberative and democratic
decision-making. ACE guidelines also go further to
include other dimensions of civic and consumer
behavior as well. Strategic planners are urged to:

Assess needs specific to national cir-
cumstances regarding implementa-
tion of Article 6 of the UNFCCC,
using special research methods and
other relevant instruments to determ-
ine target audiences and potential
partnerships; and develop commu-
nication strategies on climate change
based on targeted social research in
order to create behavioural changes
(Paas and Goodman 2016, p 6).

We recognized that communicating with the pub-
lic is complicated. Communication takes place a
crowded marketplace where other issues and disin-
formation also compete for attention, and decision-
making is not entirely deliberative. People also make
choices based on fast and largely unconscious men-
tal processes that involve multiple psychological and
social influences. We also recognize that changing
behavior can lead to new insights, just as learning can
lead people to adopt new behaviors.

These insights suggest a need to promote strategic
rigor across ACE’s many dimensions. The question,
therefore, was how to design a responsible and inclus-
ive process that would yield a useful strategy for the
diverse society and multi-jurisdictional governance
found in the United States.

We were guided by the UNFCCC’s embrace
of 2018 Talanoa Dialogue Platform (UNFCCC
2018). Talanoa is a Fijian process for inclusive and
participatory dialogs that set aside combative negoti-
ation agendas in order to ‘build empathy and tomake
wise decisions for the collective good.’ The Talanoa
process encourages storytelling and listening in order
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Figure 3. UNFCCC article 6 elements: scope & objectives (Paas and Goodman 2016, p 3).
Credit: UNESCO/UNFCCC 2016

to build trust, while discouraging criticism and blam-
ing of others.

Our framework-building process began with
three panel discussions that brought diverse per-
spectives together. These were followed by four
online Talanoa-style dialogs focusing on (a) trans-
formational learning and engagement; (b) inclus-
ive and responsible community engagement in
decision-making; (c) training a climate-ready work-
force and (d) sectoral, sub-national, national,
Indigenous and international coordination and
collaboration.

The decision to host four dialogs rather than
one for each of the six ACE elements was delib-
erate. We recognized that people and organiza-
tions tend to work within their professional or
geographical silos. We believed that the transforma-
tional power of ACE would be enhanced by bringing
people from different silos together to collaborate as
equals (Yankelovich 1999). These dialogs are designed
to attract leaders with many different perceptions,
objectives, time horizons, theories of change, meth-
odologies, obstacles and opportunities to the con-
versations. The process was inherently wide-ranging
because listening and building empathy and trust
were among the most important outcomes.

This does notmean the dialogs were disorganized.
Following guidance provided by the Engage4Climate
toolkit, organizers engaged participants in a back-
casting exercise in which they described their vis-
ion for where effective ACE work would be in
2040 and then stepped backward to recommend
actions and policies that would be needed in 2030,
2025, and 2022 in order to achieve that vision (see
engage4climate.org).

A companion process sought validation and addi-
tional input and guidance from leaders who have
deep knowledge and experience in a wide range of
ACE-related fields and communities. A small writ-
ing team synthesized inputs from the dialog into a
draft Strategic Framework that included all of the stra-
tegic recommendations put forward by the ACE com-
munity. The draft was reviewed by the coordinating
team and then by 20 invited strategic reviewers. The
strategic reviewers made comments and corrections
to the second draft. After revisions were completed,
the dialog participants and their wider networks par-
ticipated in a final round of community review. This
open process led to a highly vetted final product: An
ACE National Strategic Planning Framework for the
United States.

The Strategic Framework has gained support
from the ACE community since its release (See
www.aceframework.us). At the time of this writing,
various third-party networks are urging the Biden
administration to embrace ACE and use the Stra-
tegic Framework and a core processes for developing
a full-fledged ACE national strategy and action plan.
Such a process will undoubtedly include additional
dialogs, some of which would seek participation
from sectors of society that were underrepresen-
ted in the framework-building process. These sec-
tors might include rural communities, Tribes, large
and small businesses, labor organizations, scientists,
and additional government agencies (Bowman and
Morrison 2020b). UNESCO and UNFCCC Secret-
ariat guidelines also call for a review of ACE-relevant
government policies, plus amore comprehensivemap
of stakeholders and ACE-related networks than we
have been able to accomplish thus far.
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Regardless of the administration’s ultimate
decision, however, the ACE community has now
co-created a Strategic Framework and much of the
content for a national strategy, and they are inves-
ted in seeing it put into practice. As of 2017 there
were nearly 4000 US states, cities, universities and
businesses working on commitments to the Paris
Agreement (Hultman et al 2019). An ACE National
Strategic Planning Framework for the United States is
meant to help them engagemore effectively with their
audiences.

Going further, the Biden administration’s day-
one reaffirmation US commitments to the Paris
Agreement ‘and every article and clause thereof on
behalf of the United States’ (Biden 2021) seems to
put ACE on the fast track where it belongs. A great
many organizations and people are working to help
the public in the United States take action on climate
change. We urge them to lend their support and wis-
dom to the processes that have proven effective in
advancing a US national strategy for public educa-
tion, engagement, and empowerment.
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