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Abstract

This article explores how discourses may influence the potential for success in mitigating

climate change in Swedish municipalities. We identify dominant discourses in climate

change mitigation policy in three Swedish municipalities using argumentative discourse

analysis, based on policy documents and interviews as empirical material. Political leader-

ship and adequate organizational preconditions are necessary for working with climate

change mitigation in municipalities, but the role of discourse is also significant. Policy dis-

course constructs preconditions for certain scenarios while rendering others less likely.

Previous studies have shown that the ecological modernization (EM) discourse tends to

be dominant, something which this study confirms and investigates further. We find that

the dominant discourse is strong EM, which largely considers it possible to decouple eco-

nomic growth and environmental problems through renewable energy and technology.

A focus on collaboration between stakeholders is central and a global climate justice per-

spective is present to some extent. Potential solutions that are not related to the market

or technological innovation risk being rendered invisible when this discourse is dominant,

but the inclusion of a diversity of actors and an increased focus on climate justice could

potentially minimize this risk. Finally, emerging discourses around transformation and cir-

cular economy have potential to enable the forging of new paths. This depends, how-

ever, on how these concepts are framed and how they are used.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Cities are crucial for mitigating climate change. Globally, cities are

responsible for 70% of global greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), and

they have the potential to instigate change, influence lifestyles,

and spur technological innovation (Mi et al., 2018). Previous studies

have shown that technological innovations and market mechanisms

are dominant when it comes to the discourse surrounding solutions to

climate change, while other solutions tend to be obscured, including

comprehensive justice perspectives (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Bro-

dén Gyberg & Lövbrand, 2022; Dryzek, 2013; Isenhour, 2016;

Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Lidskog & Rabe, 2022; Machin, 2019;
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Saldert, 2017; Swyngedouw, 2010). Sweden is often mentioned as a

frontrunner in climate change mitigation with a strong local government,

making it a good example for studying municipal climate change policy

(Granberg & Elander, 2007; Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Saldert, 2017).

Studies of Swedish local climate politics have shown that successful work

with climate change is dependent on factors like political leadership,

ambition level of municipal officials, organizational structure, geographic

setting, stakeholder involvement, budget, transparency about selection

of targets, long-term strategies, evaluation, and financial support and

direction from the national government (Fenton et al., 2015; Ghaderi &

Johansson, 2013; Storbjörk et al., 2017; Uggla & Elander, 2009). How

sustainability is governed is also influenced by how problems and solu-

tions to environmental or climate issues are understood; therefore, it is

important to study municipal discourse (Feindt & Oels, 2005;

Lundqvist, 2004; Saldert, 2017). Discourse analyses can analyze how cli-

mate change issues are handled politically and how discourses shape

political practices. They can also illustrate which norms influence prac-

tices, what type of solutions that appear to be preferred, and what

potential influence this could have on the possibility to mitigate climate

change (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Hajer, 1995; Hajer & Versteeg,

2005; Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Saldert, 2017).

This article explores how current discourses may condition mitiga-

tion potential through an analysis of Swedish municipal climate policy.

The aim is not to evaluate whether a specific discourse will lead to the

needed reductions in emissions or not, but to explore how discourses

may influence the potential for mitigation success. To identify which

discourses are present in the municipalities, we analyze how climate

change is framed; what assumptions are made, and which arguments

are used to justify solutions. The findings can be useful for identifying

and strengthening perspectives that might be missing in climate policy.

2 | BACKGROUND: ENVIRONMENTAL
AND CLIMATE CHANGE DISCOURSES IN
SWEDEN

Previous studies have shown that ecological modernization (EM) is

often the dominant discourse that underpins strategies of sustainable

development at the global policy level, as well as in industrialized

countries and cities with high environmental targets (Anshelm &

Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013; Hagbert

et al., 2021; Isenhour, 2016; Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Machin, 2019;

Saldert, 2017; Zannakis, 2013). EM can be seen a part of a sustainable

development discourse where economic, ecological, and social aspects

should be considered. According to this logic, green growth can be

achieved through the decoupling of environmental problems and eco-

nomic growth. Nature is viewed as a public good that can be managed

and commodified, a key premise being that it is profitable to protect

the environment; it is more cost-effective to take action to prevent

environmental issues before they happen. No major institutional

changes are deemed necessary. EM can be divided into “weak” and

“strong.” The “weak” EM has stronger focus on technological solu-

tions, technocratic policy making, and mainly considers high-income

countries, disregarding the situation for low-income countries

(Dryzek, 2013). “Strong” EM calls for some modification of existing

economic and societal institutions as well as policy structure; market-

and technology-oriented solutions need to be combined with more

democratic and inclusive policy making (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015;

Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013; Oels, 2005).

EM has been shown to be the dominant climate change discourse

in Swedish politics since the 1990's (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015;

Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Zannakis, 2013). For example, late in the first

decade of the 2000's, under a Liberal-Conservative government, a

weak EM could be identified, It was characterized by the promotion of

green technology, a strong belief in market mechanisms and growth,

and by putting responsibility on individuals to make green consumer

choices to encourage cleaner production. Sweden also justified taking

strong action on climate change as a way to be a role model for others

(Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Zannakis, 2013).

Anshelm and Hultman (2015) also identify a strong EM in Swedish

politics. Parties in opposition and environmental organizations criticized

the Liberal-Conservative government for not taking enough action to

combat climate change. In contrast to a weak EM, they did not think

that large-scale technology was the solution. Instead, they argued,

structural change was needed and patterns of production and con-

sumption needed to transform. Renewable energy, energy efficiency,

infrastructural changes like public transport, and building renovations

were seen as the way to solve the climate issue without lowering eco-

nomic growth. If production and consumption were to become more

climate friendly, economic benefit would be attained in the form of

green technology exports and new jobs (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015).

This discourse was also critical of the claim that Sweden had low emis-

sions, since this calculation omitted consumption-based emissions

(Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Lidskog & Elander, 2012).

EM has also been shown to be a dominant discourse in Swedish

municipalities by Saldert (2017) who studied sustainability plans and

strategies in Växjö and Stockholm with a focus on ecological sustain-

ability from the introduction of Agenda 21 in the ‘90s up to about

2013/2014. The early discourse maintained that cities needed to adapt

to natural processes, stop polluting, minimize consumption and use

resources more efficiently. After 2005, the discourse shifted from con-

sidering reduced waste and consumption as a solution, to one where

waste was seen as a resource, for example for biogas and heating.

According to this logic, sustainable development and economic growth

could be mutually reinforcing. Initially, citizens were encouraged to par-

ticipate in civic dialog and to have an input on strategies. After 2005,

however, public-private partnerships increasingly came into focus, and

citizens became viewed more as consumers who can take responsibility

for the environment through their consumption choices (Saldert, 2017).

According to Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2019), Green governmen-

tality (GG) is another discourse that is central in global climate politics.

According to Dryzek (2013), this discourse has been present to differ-

ent extents in most high-income countries. The GG discourse entails a

strong belief in the modern administrative state, science and big cor-

porations. According to this logic, the environment should be regu-

lated through governmental control in the public's best interest.
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Global legally binding frameworks are the solution, experts can pro-

duce science that correctly explains the relationship between humans

and nature—including environmental risk—and nature can be pro-

tected through stewardship and resource management. Through sci-

entific and technological infrastructure, natural processes can be

monitored and managed. Solutions that are in line with discourse

include geoengineering and carbon capture and storage. This dis-

course is considered elitist and as undermining of other ways of

describing natural systems as well as local and indigenous knowledge

(Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2019;

Dryzek, 2013; Oels, 2005).

Zannakis (2013) also sees the influence of civic environmentalism

in Sweden, which is a discourse defined by a focus on participation as a

means to solve complex problems. Everyone who is affected by, or has

a stake in, environmental problems should be a part of forming

solutions—not least marginalized groups. According to this logic, there

should be increased participation by civil society in existing institutions,

and public-private partnerships between NGOs, businesses and govern-

ment, similar to strong EM. This assumes that the market alone cannot

solve environmental problems, but there is no overt questioning of cap-

italist structures (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013). In

Sweden, this discourse was for example demonstrated by the will to

take moral responsibility as a rich country and lower its own per capita

emissions without carbon sinks to meet the Kyoto protocol. There was

not political unity surrounding this, however, meaning that this dis-

course was fragile compared to the EM discourse, which had more

extensive support. Aspects relating to justice were downplayed further

when the center-right government allowed for carbon sinks, emissions

trading and other flexible mechanisms (Zannakis, 2013).

Climate justice and other radical green discourses have also been

present in Sweden. These discourses have tended to be mostly visible

outside the established political arena, but they have still been able to

find support in politics, not least when it comes to portraying

climate change as a global and urgent justice issue (Anshelm &

Hultman, 2015). Although there are different strands of these dis-

courses, they share the view that there is a need for systemic change.

Technology and neoliberal ideas about the free market do not consti-

tute solutions according to this logic. Instead, the economic system

has to fundamentally change. One main argument is that it has

become impossible to criticize economic growth as the way to solve

environmental problems, resulting in limited political action. In this

view, patriarchal power structures, sovereignty and capitalism are the

root causes of climate and environmental issues. The short-term

thinking that underpins the capitalist logic clashes with the long-term

thinking that is deemed necessary for solving climate change issues.

The strategy of these discourses is that unequal power relations

should be questioned and contested, and that the idea of stakeholder

participation explained above often masks these power structures

(Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Bäck-

strand & Lövbrand, 2019; Dryzek, 2013; Zannakis, 2013). Further-

more, the notion that nature is a resource that can be managed needs

to shift to one where nature has intrinsic value (Dryzek, 2013). In this

sense, these discourses often emphasize that our worldviews and

values need to change. Direct action and activism are also considered

ways to change structures (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015).

3 | THEORETICAL AND
METHODOLOGICAL POINTS
OF DEPARTURE

Most discourse analysis somehow builds on the work done by Michel

Foucault. One important concept for Foucault is power. In his genea-

logical work, power does not belong to specific actors, but is some-

thing that exists in social practices. Power in discourses legitimates

certain viewpoints, and invalidates others, making it impossible to

make certain arguments and ask certain questions, and limits who can

participate in a discourse (Dryzek, 2013; Hajer, 1995). For Hajer

(building on Foucault), discourse analysis can be used to understand

why a certain definition of an environmental issue becomes the domi-

nant view and seen as the truth, and why other definitions are

obscured or invalidated (Hajer, 1995; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). It is

not the actual environmental problem that is of central interest in a

study, but how it is socially constructed, by municipal officials and pol-

icy text in this case.

Drawing on social psychology and social-interactive discourse

theory, Hajer (1995) adds an argumentative part to Foucault's dis-

course theory and argues that subjects have the agency to both pro-

duce and transform discourses to a certain extent. Therefore, an

argumentative discourse analysis (ADA) of political texts should aim to

show how actors try to define a certain problem. ADA combines the

view of discourses as constitutive in politics with the view that actors

can interpret, create, and reproduce discourses. While all humans

have agency to act, the level of agency depends on the social setting

which can both limit and empower agency. Policy discourses

empower some actors and disregard others. Therefore, social power

structures should also be analyzed (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006;

Hajer, 1995; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005).

To combine the view that certain understandings can be fixed,

while actors also have some power to change it, Hajer (1995) uses the

key concept of storylines. Actors can combine the many different dis-

courses that make up an environmental problem by using storylines

“… to give meaning to specific physical or social phenomena.”
(Hajer, 1995, p. 56). Storylines can be used both to reinforce the domi-

nant discourse, while new storylines that combine other discourses

can be a way to confront it. Power relations can entail that people do

not recognize something as a dominant storyline, instead they see it

as the normal way to speak about something. Storylines, like meta-

phors, can be an effective political tool to overcome conflicts about a

phenomenon, and reach discursive closure, which means that a com-

plex issue is simplified and reified in order to reach common ground

(Hajer, 1995). The second key concept in ADA is discourse-coalitions,

which can be defined as the way actors combine practices that before

were separated. An example of this is EM, where the previously oppo-

sitional areas of environmental regulation and economic growth are

combined (Hajer, 1995).
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4 | MATERIAL AND METHODOLOGY

The choice of municipalities was based on purposeful sampling

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Patton, 2015). The selection is based on the

notion that municipalities are important parts of forming the climate

change discourse and influence which solutions that are brought for-

ward (Patton, 2015). Municipalities with recently adopted climate

change mitigation plans (within 3 years from the initial empirical work)

were prioritized since the focus is on recent discourse. The choices

were based on a Swedish annual city ranking and previous studies

(Hållbarhet, 2020; Hult & Larsson, 2016). Although the results are not

generalizable, we chose one big city (Gothenburg), one middle sized

(Helsingborg), and one small (Lomma).

The empirical material for this study consists of climate policy

documents and interviews. Only documents related to climate change

mitigation were included (see Table 1), strategic documents that pro-

vide a description of the problems as the municipalities see them as

well as priorities and potential solutions—which in turn guide

decision-making (Saldert, 2017). For two of the municipalities the

studied documents are the climate and energy plan, and for one it is

the environmental and climate plan. This is because municipalities in

Sweden can choose to work with climate change issues in different

ways (Uggla & Elander, 2009) and therefore the plans are not struc-

tured exactly the same way. Still, differences and similarities between

the municipalities can be studied since all of the plans are strategic

and outline how the municipality should work with climate change

mitigation. The documents were available on the municipalities' web-

sites. The environmental and climate program in Gothenburg was

completed in 2021, and it is the steering document for the municipal-

ity's strategic work with ecological sustainability. It contains informa-

tion about what should be done, by whom, and how. The climate and

energy plan in Helsingborg was completed in 2018, and it contains

concrete measures to be taken, a timeline, and responsibilities. Hel-

singborg has 8 strategic goals, one being “Helsingborg is a leader in

environmental and climate issues” and the plan is related to this goal.

The climate and energy plan, is a plan under the overarching Life

Quality program with the focus on creating conditions for a good liv-

ing environment in Helsingborg municipality. The energy and climate

plan in Lomma was completed in 2020. The plan includes goals and

measures that are steering for the municipality's work with securing

energy provisions, and decreasing their climate impact. For Helsing-

borg and Lomma, we also analyzed the programs related to other

environmental policy areas, since this was already included in the

Gothenburg program. The parts relating to climate change mitigation

have been studied in the most detail. Additional policy documents

were also analyzed when deemed relevant due to the references in

the main documents, such as those relating to circular economy

(CE) and traffic strategies. These were not studied in the same detail,

but the analysis of them did not result in any completely different dis-

courses being found. These documents were not referred to in the

interviews.

Semi-structured interviews with one municipality official from

each municipality were also conducted (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015;

Patton, 2015). Given that the interviewees also represent and repro-

duce certain discourses, the analysis of the policy document analysis

combined with the interviews enabled a more comprehensive over-

view of the discourses (Saldert, 2017). People with comprehensive

knowledge about the topic (key persons) were selected for the inter-

views; officials who have expertise about the municipality and its

work with climate change issues, as well as knowledge about the doc-

uments (Patton, 2015). The interviewees were employed in the

municipal organization, worked strategically and had all worked with

the development of the environment and climate related plans. The

interviews were conducted during spring 2021. They were about 1 h

TABLE 1 List of documents used as empirical data.

Municipality Gothenburg Helsingborg Lomma

Main document Gothenburg city's environmental and

climate program 2021–2030
(Göteborgs Stads miljö- och

klimatprogram 2021–2030). Adopted in

2021

Climate and energy plan for

Helsingborg, 2018–2014 (Klimat-och

energiplan för Helsingborg, 2018–
2024). Adopted in 2018

Energy and climate plan for Lomma

municipality, 2021–2025 (Energi och

klimatplanför Lomma kommun,

2021–2025) Including Appendix 1: In

depth explanation of measures

(Bilaga 1: Fördjupning av åtgärder).

Adopted in 2020

Complementary

material

Collaboration for a circular Gothenburg

2030 (Samarbete för ett cirkulärt

Göteborg 2030). Report from 2021

Gothenburg 2035 traffic strategy for a

close city

(Göteborg 2035 trafikstrategi för en nära

storstad). Adopted in 2014

Green structure program for

Helsingborg, 2014

(Grönstrukturprogram för

Helsingborg, 2014). Adopted in 2014

Action plan to support a sharing

economy and circular economy in

Helsingborg, 2020–2024
(Handlingsplan för att främja

delningsekonomi och cirkulär

ekonomi i Helsingborg, 2020–2024).
Developed during 2018–2019

Traffic program for Helsingborg, 2014

(Trafikprogram För

Helsingborg, 2014). Adopted in 2014

Environmental program for Lomma

municipality, 2018–2025
(Naturmiljöprogram för Lomma

kommun, 2018–2025). Adopted in

2018
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long, conducted in Swedish and online due to the safety precautions

required because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Consent for storing of

personal information and recording was obtained before the inter-

views, and the interviewees were informed beforehand about the

general purpose of the study including the possibility to withdraw at

any time. They also approved quotes used. The interviews were

video-recorded and transcribed. In the text, the interviewees have

been de-identified; only their role and municipality are used.

The empirical material was analyzed with the help of a discur-

sive framework based on a combination of previous research find-

ings, and our interpretation of Hajer's (1995) definition of ADA

inspired by how Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2019) developed their

methodological framework. As a first step, the policy documents

and the transcriptions of the interviews were read through with the

purpose of getting an overview of the material. The documents and

interview transcripts were analyzed several times, highlighting sec-

tions according to the questions in the discursive framework, see

Table 2. The framework aided an analysis of how climate change is

framed, what solutions are presented, how solutions are justified,

and which stakeholders are involved. The highlighted sections were

then placed in the discursive framework. The complementary mate-

rial was analyzed with the same framework, although less rigorously.

After this analysis, the findings were linked to different discourses

by looking at the storylines and discourse coalitions that appeared. At this

stage, we were aided by looking at how the problem was defined, and

what concepts, arguments and categories were used to frame climate

change mitigation and support strategies. This was then related to previ-

ous research and how discourses are described there. See Table 3 for a

description of different discourses. Findings that did not fit into previ-

ously identified discourses were categorized as emerging discourses.

In section 5, the results of the document and interview analysis

are presented and discussed. Different framings, solutions and argu-

ments are presented and linked to different discourses. In section 6,

the discourses found are problematized in order to analyze the poten-

tial implications for mitigation policy.

5 | DOMINANT AND EMERGING
DISCOURSES IN THE MUNICIPALITIES

5.1 | Technological solutions, efficiency,
and behavioral changes

All three of the municipalities frame climate change in a similar way;

as being caused by humans and constituting one of the biggest

TABLE 2 Discursive framework to
identify discourses.

Analytical questions Gothenburg Helsingborg Lomma

How is climate change framed and understood?

What solutions are promoted?

How are viewpoints and solutions justified? What

type of arguments are used to legitimize actions

and strategies?

Which stakeholders are included and how?

TABLE 3 Climate change discourses.a

Weak EM Strong EM
Green
governmentality Civic environmentalism

Climate justice and other
radical green discourses

Decoupling of

environmental problems

and economic growth

Less focus on large-scale

technology while

technological innovation is

still important

The administrative

state

Participation System change

Inclusion of marginalized

groups

Market mechanisms not the

solutionScience and facts

Public-private partnerships Economic system has to

fundamentally change

Big corporations

Rules and

regulations

More than market

mechanisms are needed to

solve environmental

problems

Patriarchal power structures,

sovereignty and capitalism

are the root causes of

climate and environmental

issues

Green growth and market

mechanisms Green growth still the aim Stewardship and

resource

management
Patterns of production and

consumption need to

change Technological

infrastructure

Technological solutions
Worldviews and values need

to changeSome structural change is

needed

Inclusion of consumption-

based emissions

Collaboration between

stakeholders

aBased on previous research by Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2019; Dryzek, 2013; Hagbert

et al., 2021; Isenhour, 2016; Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Saldert, 2017; Zannakis, 2013.
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challenges society faces. Changes such as sea level rise, increased

number of extreme heat events and changed precipitation patterns

are already under way. The expressed ambitions are to reduce emis-

sions in line with the Paris Agreement and Agenda 2030. Emissions

reductions are described as occurring through renewable energy,

technological solutions, energy efficiency, and behavioral changes

(Gothenburg, 2021a; Helsingborg, 2018; Lomma, 2020).

Win-win arguments relating to environment and economy can be

identified in all the plans as well as the interviews, as exemplified in

Helsingborg's plan:

Through the climate transition, we are helping to

reduce global greenhouse gas emissions, which is eco-

nomically beneficial compared to the costs of dealing

with the effects of climate change if we do not reduce

emissions enough. It will be more expensive to imple-

ment measures, the longer we wait (Helsingborg, 2018,

Appendix 8, p. 1).

In addition to these envisioned benefits, a climate transition is

seen as also creating more jobs and strengthening the market. Reduc-

ing energy consumption will reduce both environmental impact and

costs (Helsingborg, 2018; Lomma, 2020; Lomma interview). Getting

employees to travel less by car and following green building standards

are also examples of things that are both environmentally friendly and

cost effective. Market driven climate action was mentioned as one

success factor given that energy transitions entail huge costs; “How

do we create business models that make it reasonable for businesses

to make these investments?” (Gothenburg Interview). References are

often made to economic benefits in order to justify the undertaking of

strong measures, but the idea that the market itself has to change also

exists (Helsingborg, 2018). The above framing and arguments reflect a

strong EM characterized by belief in technological solution and the

notion that a climate transition will strengthen the market, while

the need to change the market and behavior to some extent is also

visible (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Hagbert et al., 2021) Taking envi-

ronmental action that is simultaneously cost effective is not automati-

cally indicative of an EM discourse, but we argue that when actions

are justified with economic arguments—EM risks being perpetuated,

ignoring societal or ecological trade-offs (Leipold, 2021).

5.2 | Solutions: Acting as a role model, facilitating,
and regulating

Municipalities appear to simultaneously apply measures to facilitate cli-

mate friendly behavior, as well as rules and regulations that make it

harder to use environmentally detrimental alternatives. The focus,

however, is on facilitative measures and information. Furthermore, all

the municipalities state that it is important to be a frontrunner and

leader in climate change mitigation, inspiring others to take action by

for instance lowering emissions faster than the global or national rate

(Gothenburg, 2021a, p. 8; Helsingborg, 2018, p. 4; Lomma, 2020, p. 4).

The mix of approaches can, for example, be illustrated by increasing

opportunities for biking, car-pooling, using electric cars, and taking public

transportation while at the same time making it more expensive to park

your car in the city. Having waste taxation can also remind and inspire

organizations, schools and businesses to reduce their climate impact and

change their behavior (Gothenburg, 2021a; Helsingborg, 2018;

Lomma, 2020). Facilitating measures, consultation and education for citi-

zens are seen as important ways to influence lifestyle changes and

changes in consumption patterns (Gothenburg, 2021a). Moreover, all the

interviewees emphasized that the municipality cannot force people to

do certain things or change their behavior, rather the focus should be on

making it easy to choose sustainably. At the same time, the interviewees

all believed that stricter rules might be necessary since changes in behav-

ior so far have not been substantial:

Emissions reductions are going way too slowly. We do

not stop using cars. Over half of all journeys in Helsing-

borg are still made by car. …We have worked quite a

lot with trying to make it easier for those who bike and

take public transport, but we haven't really made it

harder for those who travel by car. We work with car-

rots and not sticks. In the end both are perhaps needed

to reach the emissions goal for transportation. For

example, if we would close the city center for car traf-

fic, what would happen then?

(Helsingborg Interview)

Although stronger policy instruments are becoming more com-

mon (Gothenburg interview), citizen behavior is considered a politi-

cally sensitive question. Plans mostly focus on how the municipal

organization itself can become more climate friendly and be a true

role model, in turn inspiring citizens and other actors to become more

climate friendly. This focus on facilitating environmentally friendly

consumer behavior and acting as a role model is indicative of an EM

discourse (Hagbert et al., 2021; Saldert, 2017).

All municipalities anchor their plan or program in both national

and international agreements and goals, including the SDG's and the

Paris agreement. Having measurable goals based on models is consid-

ered important. The way to measure whether goals are reached or not

is by calculating emissions in a standardized way. New regulations and

policy instruments at the national level are often considered necessary

(Gothenburg, 2021a; Helsingborg, 2018; Lomma, 2020). This focus on

laws and measurable goals shows the influence of a GG discourse, as

well as the need for stronger policy instruments where the municipal-

ity should steer by setting rules and regulations (Bäckstrand &

Lövbrand, 2006).

5.3 | Involvement of stakeholders: Collaboration
and knowledge production

Collaboration—not least with business and academia—is considered

important in order to find solutions and facilitate implementation.
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Such actors were also partially involved in the making of the plans

(Helsingborg Interview; Gothenburg Interview). Broad collaboration

within the municipality was also highlighted, as well as with other

municipalities through networks like the “Climate Municipalities”
(Klimatkommunerna). When referring to the municipal waste plan,

Lomma states that citizens, businesses, organizations and municipal

departments and companies have to be involved. Their environmental

policy states that the municipality should “cooperate and have an

open dialogue with citizens, businesses, and organizations to improve

the environment” (Lomma, 2020 p. 69, Appendix). Similar formula-

tions can be found in the Helsingborg policies:

Through co-creation with citizens and departments,

the municipality can offer and develop tools, educa-

tion, and activities that can increase knowledge in

order to decrease consumption-based emissions.

(Helsingborg, 2018, Appendix 8, p. 13)

Citizens tend to be seen more as receivers of knowledge and

information than collaborators, lowering their agency as producers of

knowledge. Sometimes, however, citizens are referred to as co-

creators of knowledge. In Gothenburg, for example “external actors
from business, civil society, and academia, can and should be invited

to the strategies when necessary.” (Gothenburg, 2021a, p. 33). Hel-

singborg also explicitly mention citizens, including children:

We have recently launched a local climate agreement,

directed at businesses, organizations, citizens, and chil-

dren. The plan is to create a platform where we can

exchange experiences, network and showcase good

examples, and where the municipality can support the

transition

(Helsingborg Interview)

This can also be seen as a discourse where business, organiza-

tions and citizens have more agency to come up with their own

solutions and contribute to knowledge production. It is a sign of a

strong EM where inclusive and collaborative governance is seen as

important and agency is given to many actors (Anshelm &

Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013;

Oels, 2005). This can also be seen as a sign of a civic environmen-

talism discourse since it sees stakeholder participation as important

to find solutions (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013).

However, unlike civic environmentalism, there is no focus on includ-

ing marginalized groups. Citizens are mainly represented as recipi-

ents of information and knowledge in efforts to encourage lifestyle

changes and to improve policy adherence and regulation accep-

tance, as exemplified in Helsingborg policy:

Informational actions directed at citizens can contrib-

ute to creating a norm around sustainable lifestyles

and also increase the chance of acceptance for regula-

tions. (Helsingborg, 2018, Appendix 8, p. 10)

5.4 | Some signs of climate justice arguments

All of the municipalities have goals to reduce consumption-based

emissions. In Helsingborg this is underlined with reference to the fact

that consumption-based emissions are not included at the national

level even though Sweden's ecological footprint is one of the highest

in the world. Municipalities should therefore step up (Helsingborg

Interview).

In order to lower GHG emissions and the ecological

footprint, changed lifestyles with less air travel, greener

food consumption, and different consumption pat-

terns, are needed. Earlier, technological innovations

were seen as the solution, now there is a higher recog-

nition that we need to change our lifestyles.

(Helsingborg, 2018, Appendix 5, p. 3)

Gothenburg and Lomma policies argue similarly:

The Paris Agreement says that sustainable lifestyles and

sustainable consumption and production patterns play

an important role in tackling climate change, and that

developed countries should take a leading role in work-

ing with these questions. Therefore, we include both

geographic (territorial) emissions and consumption-

based emissions, in order for Gothenburg's goals to fol-

low the Paris Agreement. (Gothenburg, 2021a, Appen-

dix 1, p. 12)

Total GHG emissions from consumption are higher

than those from territorial production of goods and

services” (Lomma, 2020, Appendix, p. 14).

This is part of the strong EM discourse, since it recognizes that

richer countries need to take responsibility for their emissions in other

countries (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006;

Dryzek, 2013; Oels, 2005). As Zannakis (2013) argues with the case of

Swedish policy, this also reflects an influence of a climate justice dis-

course, acknowledging that consumption patterns require radical change.

However, there are few statements acknowledging that con-

sumption patterns vary between groups of people within Sweden: cit-

izens tend to be referred to as a universal category. Exceptions

include Helsingborg's policy, which states that a person's economic

situation might decide whether or not you a buy a more environmen-

tally friendly car or not (Helsingborg, 2018). In the case of Lomma, it is

only when referring to biking that it is argued that biking should be

available for a variety of users (Lomma, 2020). The clearest recogni-

tion of differences between groups of people was in the interview

with Gothenburg where the interviewee pointed out that actions

taken to spur behavior change can affect people differently, and that

this should be kept in mind when implementing plans: “I think it is

vital to have a just climate transition in order to not have a backlash in

the form of citizen protests” (Gothenburg interview).
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Helsingborg argues that compensating measures for climate

change in other countries could have negative effects on social

aspects or other environmental issues, and that these types of mea-

sures have to be locally anchored and externally monitored. In Lomma,

a similar perspective was also shown in the interview, regarding elec-

tric cars and the production and recycling of batteries:

It is related both to other environmental and ethical

aspects in the mineral extraction. Often the solution

for this is saying that the batteries can be recycled, and

that there is a method for this, but at the moment this

method does not work on a large scale and it is not

cost effective enough to be employed.

(Lomma Interview)

This acknowledges that our resource use could have negative

effects for people and the environment in other countries, indicating a

climate justice discourse. In Helsingborg, Naturskyddsföreningen

(Swedish Society for Nature Conservation) and Amnesty are provided

as sources for this argument, suggesting the justice narrative is likely

influenced by organizations that are more commonly associated with

this type of discourse (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand &

Lövbrand, 2006; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2019; Dryzek, 2013). The

capitalist economic system, patriarchy, or unequal power relations are

never openly questioned. The justice perspective is mostly that

Sweden should take responsibility for its higher emissions as a devel-

oped country.

5.5 | Emerging transformation and CE storylines

A transition or transformation discourse can be identified throughout

the plans of Helsingborg and Gothenburg—being used 27 and 44 times

respectively. According to Linnér and Wibeck (2020), transformation

is an ambiguous term which is understood very differently in different

settings In Swedish, the word “omställning” can be used to mean

either transition or transformation, therefore both words are used

here, and will be discussed in more depth in the following section.

In Helsingborg, transitions are to be made toward sustainable

energy solutions, sustainable consumption and sustainable transporta-

tion systems for example (Helsingborg, 2018, Appendix 5, p. 1–3). In

Gothenburg, the term is used more to refer to a transformation of

society in general, highlighting that this change has to be faster

(Gothenburg, 2021a). The benefits of using the concepts, according to

the Gothenburg interview, is that it “signals that this is not something

that can be done in the blink of an eye. This is not something that just

requires small adjustments. If we are actually going to reach these

goals it means transformation.” (Gothenburg Interview).

This reflects a certain level of a radical green discourse since it

demands systemic change and long-term thinking (Anshelm &

Hultman, 2015; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Bäckstrand &

Lövbrand, 2019; Dryzek, 2013). In Lomma, transition is less visible

and mainly associated with energy systems.

Actions are also justified by invoking a CE perspective, though

this is more prominent in Helsingborg and Gothenburg than in

Lomma. CE in this context envisions resources circulating in loops,

lowering environmental impact while at the same time increasing eco-

nomic value (Gothenburg, 2021a; Helsingborg, 2018):

Through a sharing economy the material welfare can

remain, while consumption decreases. (Helsingborg, 2018,

Appendix 8, p. 10).

Resource efficient, non-toxic, and innovative purchas-

ing and procurements, more reuse and more sharing of

products, do not only lower resource usage, and envi-

ronmental and climate impact, but also the city's costs

(Gothenburg, 2021a, p. 37).

Similar to the above, CE taps into the EM discourse of mutual

benefits between economic gains and environmental protection, and

nature is seen as a resource. Economic models, production, and con-

sumption, however, are considered to be in need of change in order

to accommodate ecological aspects, and avoid over-consumption of

natural resources. This is indicative of a strong EM (Anshelm &

Hultman, 2015). A CE storyline could also be seen as partially breaking

with the EM discourse, since linear market solutions are questioned to

some degree.

6 | PROBLEMATIZING THE MUNICIPAL
DISCOURSES

Strong EM is the most dominant discourse in Gothenburg, Helsing-

borg and Lomma, while other discourses also show up occasionally. In

this section, the discourses will be problematized with the aim of dis-

cussing their potential for mitigation.

6.1 | The EM and GG potential to reduce
emissions, and the post-political argument

Traditionally, municipalities are foremost responsible for education and

healthcare, meaning that resources need to be focused on this. In light

of this, the EM discourse can be appealing to local politicians since the

combination of climate change mitigation and economic development

can make it easier to get climate higher on the agenda (cf. Uggla &

Elander, 2009). It can also be indicative of the municipalities reflecting

political discourse on national and global levels. Even though Swedish

municipalities are self-governed, it is traditional to follow the direction

of the national government. Furthermore, the government sets certain

regulations and only offers financial support for certain actions, which

influences the range of solutions (Granberg & Elander, 2007; Uggla &

Elander, 2009). Since Swedish national policy presents an EM discourse

(Lidskog & Elander, 2012), this can explain why Gothenburg, Helsing-

borg and Lomma partly do this as well.
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Globally, the GG discourse has been present for a long time in

environmental policy and can be exemplified by the Kyoto Protocol.

It was downplayed after the Copenhagen summit when this type of

climate governance was questioned, since it had not led to the

expected results. This summit was seen as a failure by many. Since

then, a mix between GG and EM can be seen internationally, where

the role of the administrative state in international agreements

and to monitor progress is still important (Bäckstrand &

Lövbrand, 2019). This could explain why there are also signs of a

GG discourse in the municipalities. As pointed out by Hajer (1995),

we often do not recognize something as a discourse or storyline

because it is seen as common-sense and it sounds right, and since

EM and GG are, and have been, dominant discourses both globally

and nationally for a long time, it is not surprising that the municipal-

ities use the same type of language and arguments. It is likely seen

as the legitimate way to talk about climate change mitigation within

politics.

GG has increasingly emphasized participation, though mostly to

increase the possibility of problem-solving - the state is still seen as

the authority. This could undermine the need for integrating justice

perspectives, which many consider necessary in order to solve the cli-

mate crisis (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2019). The potential for this dis-

course to reduce emissions remains unclear, while the Kyoto Protocol

was successful to some extent (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2019).

There is some evidence that increased economic growth and

technological efficiency is related to lower emissions (Isenhour, 2016).

However, this seems to only be true for countries where industries

are located externally, most often in low-income countries with lower

environmental regulations (G�omez-Baggethun, 2020). In other words,

emissions from these industries are not included in calculations of

emissions reductions. For example, emissions within Swedish borders

have been reduced by 29% since 1990, between 2018 and 2019 the

reduction was 2.4%. In order to reach the current Swedish goal of net

zero emissions by 2045, however, the reduction pace should be

between 6% and 10% per year. Consumption-based emissions are not

included in this goal, even though these emissions amounted to

82 million tons in 2018, while territorial emissions were around

52 million tons (Naturvårdsverket, 2020). Efficiency, however, is

not growing as fast as economies and resource use are, which

means that the decoupling promoted by EM is not happening

(G�omez-Baggethun, 2020; Isenhour, 2016). Energy efficiency often

results in additional investments in new production and consumption,

leading to a rebound effect, and consumption-based emissions remain

a major problem (Isenhour, 2016). Green growth appears promising,

but there is a lack of empirical evidence on how economic growth can

be decoupled from resource use and emissions to the extent that is

needed at the global scale. Even with strict policies, it is not clear how

this could happen in the future either (G�omez-Baggethun, 2020;

Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Parrique et al., 2019).

In the municipalities included in this study, however, the signs of

civic environmentalism and climate justice discourses could potentially

improve climate mitigation. Consumption-based emissions are

included and goals are not only about efficiency, which could indicate

that there is a higher potential for actually reducing emissions. The

inclusion of consumption-based emissions also emphasizes a climate

justice discourse since it takes into account the effects of local

consumption in total global emissions, and it is a way to start

questioning our lifestyles and current power relations (Hult &

Larsson, 2016). All of these municipalities emphasize that they want

to take a leading role in mitigating climate change, and take

even stronger measures than the national government, or lower

emissions faster than the global rate, which can explain the inclusion

of consumption-based targets. The focus on collaboration and

co-creation present in the municipalities, could also potentially

increase the chance of reduction in emissions, since these types of

efforts are often seen as necessary for climate change mitigation to

work (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2019; Dryzek, 2013). Finally, Hult

and Larsson (2016) point out that a focus on consumption risks put-

ting the responsibility on individual consumers to act responsibly by

getting more information—without other societal changes to support

it. This emphasis on individual responsibility does not reflect the

fact that climate change is a societal, political, and structural issue,

which also require focus on collective and institutional changes

(Tunström & Bradley, 2014).

One of the main points in radical green discourses is the argu-

ment that other discourses like EM or GG focus on technology, eco-

nomic growth and consensus, which obscures disagreements and

invalidates other potential solutions (Anshelm & Hultman, 2015; Bäck-

strand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013; Hajer, 1995; Isenhour, 2016;

Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Machin, 2019; Oels, 2005; Saldert, 2017;

Zannakis, 2013). This can be sees as a sign of a post-political discourse

where technology and economic growth are presented as neutral

(Hagbert et al., 2021; Hällmark, 2023; Kenis & Lievens, 2017;

Swyngedouw, 2010). While climate change is seen as being caused by

modern industrialized and capitalist society, it is not considered an

integral part of capitalism. The problem is viewed as being universal

and people are seen as a homogenous group, eliminating any consid-

eration for differences and antagonisms between classes, social

groups, and views of nature (Swyngedouw, 2010). Moreover, the

problem tends to be portrayed as one thing, namely reversing CO2 to

acceptable levels and limiting temperature increase. The problem is

not considered as part of a system where injustices are unequally dis-

tributed - the system itself is not criticized. This risks reducing the

complexity of the issue (Blühdorn, 2011; Swyngedouw, 2010). Conse-

quently, this post-political setting renders the market and technology

as the common-sense options, potentially downplaying competing

viewpoints (Swyngedouw, 2010). Similarly, Blühdorn (2011), discusses

the politics of unsustainability, which entail a strong consensus that

radical action is needed to mitigate climate change at the same time

as the will to implement such change is lacking. EM discourses of

technological innovation and market mechanisms have made con-

sumer capitalism into a part of the solution, rather than a part of the

problem. This undermines the need for societal transformation, in

turn rendering climate change depoliticized (Blühdorn, 2011;

Swyngedouw, 2010). Machin (2019) points out that questioning EM's

potential to reach environmental goals is very difficult when
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everything is presented as a win-win. In a study by Hagbert et al.

(2021), different actors working with sustainability, in municipalities

and elsewhere, stated that the mainstream eco-modern discourse

made it difficult to problematize growth, or even talk about alterna-

tives. Essentially, in these cases, this discourse had become common

sense and reached discursive closure (Hajer, 1995). However, Hagbert

et al. (2021) also point out that new narratives can challenge the cur-

rent paradigm and aid in highlighting its shortcomings.

Capitalist structures or power relations are never questioned in

the municipalities, and the aim is to fix the market system so that nat-

ural limits are taken into consideration while keeping economic

growth, for example through a CE. A risk is that business as usual is

sustained since climate change is not considered a structural issue

(Tunström & Bradley, 2014). There is also a clear focus on CO2 as the

problem, which could then miss the complexity of the issue. The inter-

views indicate that politicians are reluctant to undertake strong mea-

sures regarding behavior, and that the municipality cannot force

people to change. This is also interesting in regards to Blühdorn's

(2011) point that modernity, in terms of mobility, flexibility, individual-

ity, technology, energy, travel, animal protein and cheap consumer

goods, cannot be questioned. With the inclusion of consumption-

based emissions, however, Western lifestyles and overconsumption

are questioned to a certain extent, and the municipalities do set some

rules and regulations to change behavior.

Further, some factors in the municipalities are downplaying the

civic environmentalism and climate justice discourses. For example,

there is a tendency in all of the municipalities to view citizens as a

homogenous group, which risks missing other knowledge and contest-

ing viewpoints. There is rarely a discussion of class, ethnicity, gender

or other differences, again leaving out the political (Tunström &

Bradley, 2014). For example, Bradley (2009) points out that social

diversity is often not included in Sweden in relation to environmental

problems, while our society is increasingly becoming more diverse.

Her study showed that what is considered environmentally friendly is

usually based on a Swedish middle-class behavior, though often, this

group does many activities that is problematic from a climate

perspective, such as owning two homes, air travel and other leisure

related activities as well as high consumption. This does not tend to

be raised in policy. Kaijser and Kronsell (2014) also point out that it is

important to look at how several factors interact in relation to levels

of emissions, for example, that higher income often means higher

emissions, but gender and age also come into play. Gothenburg and

Helsingborg recognized that people might be affected differently by

climate change mitigation and have different possibilities to take

action. An earlier study of consumption emissions in Gothenburg also

showed that having an international justice perspective and including

consumption emissions had made the city more aware of local issues

of justice (Hult & Larsson, 2016). Gender differences were generally

not discussed in the current plans and neither were issues related to a

just transition. Involving a more diverse set of actors as holders of

knowledge, not just as receivers of information and as consumers,

could be a way to question power relations and enable increased

agency. In turn, avoiding the post-political discourse.

6.2 | Radical transformation or incremental
change?

Lately, the need for transformation has been widely acknowledged by

many actors. For example, the Agenda 2030 has the heading “trans-
forming our world” and the IPCC has written that transformational

systemic change is needed to limit GHG emissions (Linnér &

Wibeck, 2020). Transformation is an ambiguous term, and Linnér and

Wibeck (2020) also point out that there is a difference between tran-

sition and transformation; “Transition originates from the notion of

‘going across’ from one state to another, whereas transformation con-

notes a ‘change in form or shape’.” (p. 222). The discourse of transfor-

mation could possibly be a way to challenge the dominant view, but

sometimes these counter-discourses lose their radical edge when they

are mainstreamed into policy and practice. A transition mostly refers

to technological changes while transformation involves many social

practices and knowledge-making. The way transformation is framed

has implications for achieving transformational change. When terms

are used in policy, they are not always clearly defined—something

which may hinder implementation. What is supposed to be trans-

formed, what should it transform into, and who is responsible for

making it happen? Can transformation be governed? These questions

are often left unanswered (Blythe et al., 2018; Linnér &

Wibeck, 2020; Newell et al., 2020). Perhaps most importantly, it is

often not stated who gets to decide the above: “Consensus around

the need for transformation can mask plural notions about what the

problem is exactly, what constitutes relevant evidence, and what,

therefore, are considered appropriate solutions” (Blythe et al., 2018,

p. 1214). The transformation storyline has the potential to confront

the dominant discourse, but if it loses its core meaning of fundamental

change, it risks contributing to discursive closure where changes

needed for climate change mitigation are simplified, and opposing

views silenced (Hajer, 1995).

In Helsingborg, it is a gradual transition of different parts of the

system that is referred to, which makes it somewhat clear what it is

that should transform. However, this is perhaps more in line with a

transition since it is more of a step-by-step change to another state,

rather than a fundamental change in form. Also, it is the energy sys-

tem, transportation, and consumption patterns that should change

rather than social or political structures. The transformation discourse

in Gothenburg, with wider and rapid transformation of the whole soci-

ety, is perhaps more likely to spur the radical changes that many say

are needed and provide opportunity to imagine something completely

different. It is, however, not very clear exactly how this will happen

and what the transformed society will look like, which could be a

downside as explained above.

6.3 | CE as potential for transformative action?

CE could potentially be a way to challenge the dominant economic

growth discourse and confront the status quo (Anshelm &

Hultman, 2015; Haas et al., 2020; Leipold, 2021). Through reuse,
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remanufacturing and refurbishment, energy usage can be optimized

and materials can retain their value as long as possible. The use of

renewables would increase, and people would share products to a

larger degree. This would reduce environmental impact, create new

business opportunities and spur a sense of community and collabora-

tion (Johansson & Henriksson, 2020; Korhonen et al., 2018).

However, limits to CE have been identified and the net environ-

mental benefits have to be analyzed in each case. For example, bioma-

terials and biofuels are promoted in this discourse, although these still

face issues, like environmental impact from resource extraction, which

are often ignored in the CE narrative (Haas et al., 2020; Navare

et al., 2021). Increased economic efficiency in CE could also lead to a

rebound effect due to increased consumption. Therefore, changing

the current consumption culture is vital for the success of CE (Castro

et al., 2022; Haas et al., 2020; Korhonen et al., 2018; Zink &

Geyer, 2017). Leipold (2021) points out that in the EU, the CE strat-

egy went from zero waste - with a focus on top-down regulation to

overcoming market and governance failures - to a focus on CE as a

business opportunity and removing hampering legislation through de-

regulation. In the new narrative, the focus is not on policies for envi-

ronmental protection, rather that new technologies and the market

will subsequently lead to environmental protection. In this narrative,

businesses also become both the target and the implementor of CE,

making them the ones to lead the conversation, silencing other voices.

In turn, economic growth becomes prioritized over environmental

issues, which does not challenge the EM discourse (Leipold, 2021).

Further, the win-win logic between the environment and the econ-

omy in the EU's CE strategies failed to include potential social and

ecological trade-offs, as well as global relationships, showing the

potential downfalls of a win-win narrative. The win-win argument also

makes it harder to be critical and argue against the CE strategy

(Leipold, 2021). This risks promoting economic growth over environ-

mental concerns. Niskanen et al. (2020) show that a broad consensus

has developed in Sweden among environmental NGOs, business and

national government regarding the implementation of CE as a way to

promote economic growth and limit environmental degradation with-

out recognizing the simultaneous conflict between the same actors

over natural resource extraction. Proposed measures in line with CE

also often mean focusing on ways for consumers to recycle or reuse,

energy efficiency, and green technologies, not on resource extraction.

The dominant CE discourses do not problematize growth, consumer-

ism, and inherent problems of capitalism like distribution and recurring

crises (Niskanen et al., 2020).

The examples above indicate that CE can work to depoliticize

environmental issues as described earlier, and CE then falls into the

business-as-usual trap of an EM discourse, leading to incremental

change rather than the transformational change that is said to be

needed (Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Leipold, 2021; Niskanen et al., 2020;

Swyngedouw, 2010). Castro et al. (2022); Niskanen et al. (2020), and

Hobson and Lynch (2016), recognize the transformative potential of

CE if a more radical standpoint is taken, where the local context,

diverse sectors and stakeholders, and potential conflicts between

them are considered. Haas et al. (2020), emphasize the need for CE to

adopt a systems perspective on stocks and flows as well as energy

use, sustainable biomass production, and clear goals to reduce non-

circular flows. Therefore, the use of CE as a storyline could re-

politicize climate change by challenging the dominant EM discourse,

and being a driver of transformational change if framed and used in a

critical way in the municipalities.

In Helsingborg and Gothenburg, the economic and environmental

win-win logic behind CE shown above, could potentially undermine its

potential to spur the needed change. However, CE indicates that

there is a will to move away from the linear economy. While Helsing-

borg states that for a CE to work, money saved cannot be spent on

other climate negative activities, they do not explain how this can be

avoided (Helsingborg, 2018). The Helsingborg CE plan focuses mainly

on materials and market reform, and less on social aspects—although

collaboration between stakeholders is considered important

(Helsingborg, 2020). Gothenburg (2021b) produced a report with civil

society, business, and academia, investigating what a CE strategy

could entail for Gothenburg. There, they emphasize that production

and consumption of new products has to be reduced significantly.

They also stress the need for collaboration across sectors in society,

and a diversity of actors were consulted in the making of the report.

In Lomma, the CE concept is less promoted as a measure or strategy

and it is not explained in detail.

7 | CONCLUSION

One dominant discourse in the municipalities was shown to be a

strong EM. One strength of this discourse is the potential to combine

the economic and environmental pillars of sustainable development,

thereby putting climate change mitigation higher up on the agenda.

Secondly, the global justice perspective, with the importance of

including consumption-based emissions, is one way to curb one of the

usual arguments against EM. At the same time, putting too much

responsibility on individual consumers to change their behavior can

be troublesome and it is also important to take into consideration the

possibility of a rebound effect when consumption is lowered in one

area. Another strength of the strong EM discourse is the focus on col-

laboration and stakeholder participation. At the same time, there is a

tendency to see businesses and academia as more active collabora-

tors, while citizens are seen as passive receivers of information and

knowledge. This could be improved by a higher focus on local justice

perspectives, including a more diverse group of citizens, and to

involve citizens in more ways than as receivers of information.

Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2006) point out the potential of a strong

EM discourse where equality and participatory processes are seen as

important, especially if different types of knowledge are included.

Hajer (1995) also argues that in a true reflexive or strong EM, underly-

ing norms and values should be open for debate.

Other problems with EM that were highlighted in previous research

were that the focus on technological and market-based solutions

obscures and invalidates other solutions, rendering climate change miti-

gation depoliticized. Therefore, it is important to recognize the potential
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implications of an EM discourse since it might lead to technological solu-

tions like renewable energy and renewable fuels getting more attention

than actually reducing energy usage or car usage, for example.

As Hagbert et al. (2021) state, emerging narratives can challenge

that which is taken for granted. This study has shown that transforma-

tion and CE could potentially work as storylines that contest the

dominant discourse. The transformation discourse show that the munici-

palities recognize that big societal changes are needed and that the eco-

nomic system at least needs to change to some degree. However, it is

important how the transformation discourse is framed, and that social,

political, cultural and power dimensions are included. The CE discourse

also shows a recognition that market systems need to be reformed to

some degree, and this discourse could potentially open up for transfor-

mation. However, if CE is framed predominantly as green growth like

EM, it risks promoting economic growth over environmental concerns,

and fails to challenge norms and power structures (Hobson & Lynch,

2016; Leipold, 2021). Like EM, it often focuses on individual consumer

choices rather than on reducing absolute levels of consumption.

This analysis is not exhaustive as it is based on a limited number

of interviews and documents from a specific time period. However, it

shows that discourses in these municipalities to some extent perpetu-

ate the EM discourse from international, national, and EU-levels.

Future research could focus more deeply on the development of tran-

sition/transformation and CE discourses in municipalities and what

effects they have on climate change mitigation policy. It could also be

interesting to study how different actors in municipalities frame these

concepts, and how they influence each other.

This article has shown that the way climate change mitigation is

framed, and how solutions are justified, can condition the potential to

mitigate climate change. There are other factors that also come into

play, such as political will, organizational structures, as well as national

regulations and support. Nonetheless, discourses can constitute levers

for change and the language used by municipalities in policy and prac-

tice will promote certain actions and solutions, and potentially

obscure and invalidate others. The status-quo risks being reinforced

by EM discourses in these municipalities, while influences from civic

environmentalism, climate justice, CE and transformation might open

up the potential to challenge and modify it.

ORCID

Veronica Brodén Gyberg https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9385-1231

REFERENCES

Aktuell Hållbarhet. (2020). Sveriges Miljöbästa kommun 2020. Aktuell Håll-

barhet https://kommunrankning.miljobarometern.se/

Anshelm, J., & Hultman, M. (2015). Discourses of global climate change:

Apocalyptic framing and political antagonisms. Routledge.

Bäckstrand, K., & Lövbrand, E. (2006). Planting trees to mitigate climate

change: Contested discourses of ecological modernization, green gov-

ernmentality and civic environmentalism. Global Environmental Politics,

6(1), 50–75.
Bäckstrand, K., & Lövbrand, E. (2019). The road to Paris: Contending cli-

mate governance discourses in the post-Copenhagen era. Journal of

Environmental Policy & Planning, 21(5), 519–532. https://doi.org/10.
1080/1523908X.2016.1150777

Blühdorn, I. (2011). The politics of unsustainability: COP15, post-

ecologism, and the ecological paradox. Organization & Environment,

24(1), 34–53. https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026611402008
Blythe, J., Silver, J., Evans, L., Armitage, D., Bennett, N. J., Moore, M.-L.,

Morrison, T. H., & Brown, K. (2018). The dark side of transformation:

Latent risks in contemporary sustainability discourse. Antipode, 50(5),

1206–1223. https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12405
Bradley, K. (2009). Planning for eco-friendly living in diverse societies. Local Envi-

ronment, 14(4), 347–363. https://doi.org/10.1080/13549830902764738
Brodén Gyberg, V., & Lövbrand, E. (2022). Catalyzing industrial decarboni-

zation: the promissory legitimacy of fossil-free Sweden. Oxford Open

Climate Change, 2. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfclm/kgac004

Castro, C. G., Trevisan, A. H., Pigosso, D. C. A., & Mascarenhas, J. (2022).

The rebound effect of circular economy: Definitions, mechanisms and

a research agenda. Journal of Cleaner Production, 345, 131136. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.131136

Dryzek, J. S. (2013). The politics of the earth: Environmental discourses.

Oxford University Press.

Feindt, P. H., & Oels, A. (2005). Does discourse matter? Discourse analysis

in environmental policy making. Journal of Environmental Policy & Plan-

ning, 7(3), 161–173. https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339638
Fenton, P. D., Gustafsson, S., Ivner, J., & Palm, P. (2015). Sustainable

energy and climate strategies: Lessons from planning processes in five

Swedish municipalities. Journal of Cleaner Production, 98, 213–221.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2014.08.001

Ghaderi, M., & Johansson, K. (2013). KOMMUNALT KLIMATARBETE: Jämför-

ande studie mellan tre kommuner med avseende på drivkrafter och fram-

gångsfaktorer. Mälardalens högskola, Akademin för ekonomi, samhälle och

teknik. Självständigt arbete på avancerad nivå (masterexamen), 30 HP.

G�omez-Baggethun, E. (2020). More is more: Scaling political ecology

within limits to growth. Political Geography, 76, 102095. https://doi.

org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102095

Gothenburg & Co. (2021a). Gothenburg city's environmental and climate

program 2021–2030. Gothenburg & Co.

Gothenburg & Co. (2021b). Collaboration for a circular Gothenburg 2030.

Gothenburg & Co https://goteborg.se/wps/portal/start/miljo/det-

gor-goteborgs-stad/cirkulara-goteborg

Granberg, M., & Elander, E. (2007). Local governance and climate change:

Reflections on the Swedish experience. Local Environment, 12(5), 537–
548. https://doi.org/10.1080/13549830701656911

Haas, W., Krausmann, F., Wiedenhofer, D., Lauk, C., & Mayer, A. (2020).

Spaceship earth's odyssey to a circular economy—A century long per-

spective. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 163, 105076. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.105076

Hagbert, P., Nyblom, Å., & Isaksson, K. (2021). Approaching change: Exploring

cracks in the EcoModern sustainability paradigm. Environmental Values,

30(5), 613–634. https://doi.org/10.3197/096327120X16033868459467
Hajer, M. A. (1995). The politics of environmental discourse: Ecological mod-

ernization and the policy process. Oxford University Press.

Hajer, M. A., & Versteeg, W. (2005). A decade of discourse analysis of

environmental politics: Achievements, challenges, perspectives. Journal

of Environmental Policy & Planning, 7(3), 175–184. https://doi.org/10.
1080/15239080500339646

Hällmark, K. (2023). Politicization after the ‘end of nature’: The prospect

of ecomodernism. European Journal of Social Theory, 26(1), 48–66.
https://doi.org/10.1177/13684310221103759

Helsingborg. (2014). Green structure program for Helsingborg 2014. Helsing-

borg https://helsingborg.se/trafik-och-stadsplanering/planering-och-

utveckling/natur-och-kultur/gronstrukturprogram/

Helsingborg. (2018). Climate and energy plan for Helsingborg 2018–2014.
Helsingborg https://helsingborg.se/bo-bygga-och-miljo/helsingborgs-

arbete-med-miljo-och-hallbarhet/helsingborgs-klimat-och-energiplan/

Helsingborg. (2020). Action plan for sharing and circular economy in Helsing-

borg 2020–2024. Helsingborg https://styrning.helsingborg.se/sa-

styrs-helsingborg/styrdokument/planer/

12 ANDERSSON and GYBERG

 17569338, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/eet.2090 by U

ppsala U
niversity L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [26/06/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9385-1231
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9385-1231
https://kommunrankning.miljobarometern.se/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2016.1150777
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2016.1150777
https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026611402008
https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12405
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549830902764738
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfclm/kgac004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.131136
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.131136
https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339638
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2014.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102095
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102095
https://goteborg.se/wps/portal/start/miljo/det-gor-goteborgs-stad/cirkulara-goteborg-
https://goteborg.se/wps/portal/start/miljo/det-gor-goteborgs-stad/cirkulara-goteborg-
https://doi.org/10.1080/13549830701656911
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.105076
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.105076
https://doi.org/10.3197/096327120X16033868459467
https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339646
https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339646
https://doi.org/10.1177/13684310221103759
https://helsingborg.se/trafik-och-stadsplanering/planering-och-utveckling/natur-och-kultur/gronstrukturprogram/
https://helsingborg.se/trafik-och-stadsplanering/planering-och-utveckling/natur-och-kultur/gronstrukturprogram/
https://helsingborg.se/bo-bygga-och-miljo/helsingborgs-arbete-med-miljo-och-hallbarhet/helsingborgs-klimat-och-energiplan/
https://helsingborg.se/bo-bygga-och-miljo/helsingborgs-arbete-med-miljo-och-hallbarhet/helsingborgs-klimat-och-energiplan/
https://styrning.helsingborg.se/sa-styrs-helsingborg/styrdokument/planer/
https://styrning.helsingborg.se/sa-styrs-helsingborg/styrdokument/planer/


Hickel, J., & Kallis, G. (2020). Is green growth possible? New Political

Economy, 25(4), 469–486. https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.

2019.1598964

Hobson, K., & Lynch, N. (2016). Diversifying and de-growing the circu-

lar economy: Radical social transformation in a resource-scarce

world. Futures, 82, 15–25. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.

2016.05.012

Hult, A., & Larsson, J. (2016). Possibilities and problems with applying a

consumption perspective in local climate strategies–the case of Goth-

enburg, Sweden. Journal of Cleaner Production, 134, 434–442. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.033

Isenhour, C. (2016). Unearthing human progress? Ecomodernism and con-

trasting definitions of technological progress in the Anthropocene. Eco-

nomic Anthropology, 3, 315–328. https://doi.org/10.1002/sea2.12063
Johansson, N., & Henriksson, M. (2020). Circular economy running in cir-

cles a discourse analysis of shifts in ideas of circularity in Swedish

environmental policy. Sustainable Production and Consumption, 23,

148–156. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spc.2020.05.005
Kaijser, A., & Kronsell, A. (2014). Climate change through the lens of inter-

sectionality. Environmental Politics, 23(3), 417–433. https://doi.org/10.
1080/09644016.2013.835203

Kenis, A., & Lievens, M. (2017). Imagining the carbon neutral city: The

(post)politics of time and space. Environment and Planning A: Econ-

omy and Space, 49(8), 1762–1778. https://doi.org/10.1177/

0308518X16680617

Korhonen, J., Honkasalo, A., & Seppälä, J. (2018). Circular economy: The

concept and its limitations. Ecological Economics, 143, 37–46. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.06.041

Leipold, S. (2021). Transforming ecological modernization ‘from within’ or
perpetuating it? The circular economy as EU environmental policy nar-

rative. Environmental Politics, 30(6), 1045–1067. https://doi.org/10.

1080/09644016.2020.186886

Lidskog, R., & Elander, I. (2012). Ecological modernization in practice? The

case of sustainable development in Sweden. Journal of Environmental Pol-

icy & Planning, 14(4), 411–427. https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.

2012.737234

Lidskog, R., & Rabe, L. (2022). Making climate risks governable in

Swedish municipalities: Crisis preparedness, technical measures, and

public involvement. Climate, 10(7), 90. https://doi.org/10.3390/

cli10070090

Linnér, B.-O., & Wibeck, V. (2020). Conceptualising variations in socie-

tal transformations towards sustainability. Environmental Science

and Policy, 106, 221–227. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2020.
01.007

Lomma Municipality. (2020). Energy and climate plan for Lomma municipal-

ity, 2021-2025. Including Appendix 1: In depth explanation of measures.

Lomma Municipality.

Lundqvist, L. J. (2004). Sweden and ecological governance: Straddling the

fence. Manchester University Press.

Machin, A. (2019). Changing the story? The discourse of ecological

modernization in the European Union. Environmental Politics, 28(2),

208–227. https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1549780
Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design

and implementation. John Wiley & Sons.

Mi, Z., Guan, D., Liu, Z., Liu, J., Viguié, V., Fromer, N., & Wang, Y. (2018).

Cities: The core of climate change mitigation. Journal of Cleaner Pro-

duction, 207, 582–589. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.10.034

Naturvårdsverket. (2020). Konsumtionsbaserade utsläpp av växthusgaser.

Naturvårdsverket https://www.naturvardsverket.se/Sa-mar-miljon/

Klimat-och-luft/Klimat/Tre-satt-att-berakna-klimatpaverkande-utslapp/

Konsumtionsbaserade-utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser/

Navare, K., Muys, B., Vrancken, K. C., & Van Acker, K. (2021). Circular

economy monitoring–How to make it apt for biological cycles?

Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 170, 105563. https://doi.org/

10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.105563

Newell, P., Paterson, M., & Craig, M. (2020). The politics of green transfor-

mations: An introduction to the special section. New Political Economy.,

26, 903–906. https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2020.1810215
Niskanen, J., Anshelm, J., & McLaren, D. (2020). Local conflicts and

national consensus: The strange case of circular economy in Sweden.

Journal of Cleaner Production, 261, 121117. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

jclepro.2020.121117

Oels, A. (2005). Rendering climate change governable: From biopower to

advanced Liberal government? Journal of Environmental Policy & Plan-

ning, 7(3), 185–207.
Parrique, T., Barth, J., Briens, F., Kerschner, C., Kraus-Polk, A.,

Koukkanen, A., & Spangenberg, J. H. (2019). Decoupling debunked. Evi-

dence and arguments against green growth as a sole strategy for sustain-

ability. European Environmental Bureau.

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods: Integrating

theory and practice. SAGE.

Saldert, H. (2017). From ecocycle to sustainable growth: Governing sus-

tainability in Stockholm and Växjö. Urban Research & Practice, 10(4),

403–422. https://doi.org/10.1080/17535069.2016.123243
Storbjörk, S., Isaksson, K., Hjerpe, M., Antonson, H., & Hrelja, R. (2017).

Kommunerna och klimatomställningen: Lärdomar om klimatfrågans inte-

grering i lokal policy och planering. En slutrapport från forskningsprojektet

CLIPP. Linköping University Electronic Press.

Swyngedouw, E. (2010). Apocalypse forever? Post-political populism and

the spectre of climate change. Theory, Culture & Society, 27, 213–232.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409358728

Tunström & Bradley. (2014). Opposing the Postpolitical Swedish urban

discourse. In J. Metzger, P. Allmendinger, & S. Oosterlynck (Eds.), Plan-

ning against the political: Democratic deficits in European territorial gov-

ernance (pp. 68–84). Routledge.
Uggla, Y., & Elander, I. (Eds.). (2009). Global uppvärmning och lokal politik.

Santérus Förlag.

Zannakis, M. (2013). The blending of discourses in Sweden's “urge to go

ahead” in climate politics. International Environmental Agreements, 15,

217–236. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10784-013-9235-0
Zink, T., & Geyer, R. (2017). Circular economy rebound. Journal of Industrial

Ecology, 21(3), 593–602. https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.1254

How to cite this article: Andersson, M., & Gyberg, V. B.

(2023). Sustaining business as usual or enabling

transformation? A discourse analysis of climate change

mitigation policy in Swedish municipalities. Environmental

Policy and Governance, 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1002/

eet.2090

ANDERSSON and GYBERG 13

 17569338, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/eet.2090 by U

ppsala U
niversity L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [26/06/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2019.1598964
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2019.1598964
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2016.05.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2016.05.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.033
https://doi.org/10.1002/sea2.12063
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spc.2020.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2013.835203
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2013.835203
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X16680617
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X16680617
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.06.041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.06.041
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2020.186886
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2020.186886
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2012.737234
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2012.737234
https://doi.org/10.3390/cli10070090
https://doi.org/10.3390/cli10070090
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2020.01.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2020.01.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2019.1549780
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.10.034
https://www.naturvardsverket.se/Sa-mar-miljon/Klimat-och-luft/Klimat/Tre-satt-att-berakna-klimatpaverkande-utslapp/Konsumtionsbaserade-utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser/
https://www.naturvardsverket.se/Sa-mar-miljon/Klimat-och-luft/Klimat/Tre-satt-att-berakna-klimatpaverkande-utslapp/Konsumtionsbaserade-utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser/
https://www.naturvardsverket.se/Sa-mar-miljon/Klimat-och-luft/Klimat/Tre-satt-att-berakna-klimatpaverkande-utslapp/Konsumtionsbaserade-utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.105563
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.105563
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2020.1810215
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.121117
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.121117
https://doi.org/10.1080/17535069.2016.123243
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409358728
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10784-013-9235-0
https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.1254
https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.2090
https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.2090

	Sustaining business as usual or enabling transformation? A discourse analysis of climate change mitigation policy in Swedis...
	1  INTRODUCTION
	2  BACKGROUND: ENVIRONMENTAL AND CLIMATE CHANGE DISCOURSES IN SWEDEN
	3  THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL POINTS OF DEPARTURE
	4  MATERIAL AND METHODOLOGY
	5  DOMINANT AND EMERGING DISCOURSES IN THE MUNICIPALITIES
	5.1  Technological solutions, efficiency, and behavioral changes
	5.2  Solutions: Acting as a role model, facilitating, and regulating
	5.3  Involvement of stakeholders: Collaboration and knowledge production
	5.4  Some signs of climate justice arguments
	5.5  Emerging transformation and CE storylines

	6  PROBLEMATIZING THE MUNICIPAL DISCOURSES
	6.1  The EM and GG potential to reduce emissions, and the post-political argument
	6.2  Radical transformation or incremental change?
	6.3  CE as potential for transformative action?

	7  CONCLUSION
	REFERENCES


