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Summary
Over the past decade, cities have come to be identified as actors with the potential to overcome the
gridlock plaguing multilateral efforts to curb climate change. As the potential of cities to collectively solve
environmental challenges has increased, the need to investigate the discourses that shape how urban
responses to climate change are being mediated grows as well. Discourses shape which environmental
policies are perceived as most appropriate and can therefore help or hinder climate action. This thesis
investigates the power of discourse in urban policy exchange within knowledge-sharing platforms. It does
so by identifying the discourses promoted in case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation shared on
the Urban Sustainability Exchange (USE) platform, and how these relate to ideational power.
The theory of discursive institutionalism was applied to question dominant processes of knowledge
production within the USE platform. 89 case studies of climate adaptation and mitigation shared on the
USE platform were collected and analysed using a deductive discourse analysis. It was found that the
discourses of civic environmentalism, technocratic environmentalism and sustainable development are
dominant, whereas neoliberal environmentalism and green radicalism are largely absent. These
discourses mostly represent legitimate approaches of city actors located in Europe and Asia, as these have
shared the majority of case studies. The cities Berlin and Seoul, in particular, have shared a large amount
of case studies, showing that these actors have the capacity to influence other actors’ beliefs of
appropriate environmental policy. Furthermore, by applying both a discourse and thematic analysis to 15
interview transcripts—interviews held with community, staff and partner organisations of the USE
platform—it was found that not only city actors have the capacity to legitimize environmental policies,
but the USE staff, founders and partner organisations hold ideational power as well. As ideational power
can play a central role in revolutionary and evolutionary change, the fact that the founders, staff and
partner organisations of the USE platform possess most ideational power is relevant. These actors can set
the parameters for what action is considered appropriate, thereby influencing which policies have success
in the policy-making process.
This research shows that the USE platform promotes only three out of the five global environmental
discourses. On the one hand, this could enhance collaboration and agreement on a workable policy
strategy as actors seem to apply similar approaches to urban sustainability. On the other hand, it is
questionable whether such a policy strategy would represent cities and actors across the globe and
propose suitable solutions to a diversity of actors and contexts—as these discourses are mostly promoted
by cities located in Europe and Asia. Instead of opposing or rejecting the dominance of these discourses,
it is relevant to question whether such approaches are sufficient to stop or reverse current trends in
greenhouse gas emissions that have led to climate change. The inclusion of critical discourses such as
green radicalism could enhance reflection on such questions. The capacity of the USE staff, community
and partner organisations to reflect on the platforms’ foundations and reconstruct it if need be in light of
this reflection could be beneficial. Given that far-reaching environmental reforms are needed to curb
climate change, it is important to continue to research and discuss the meaning as well as implications of
environmental discourses in the context of urban policy exchange. Investigating the impact of the
domination of these discourses on the effectiveness of urban sustainability policies would therefore be a
relevant avenue for further research.
Key words: Discourse analysis; discursive institutionalism; environmental discourse; ideational power;
knowledge-sharing platform; policy exchange; urban environmental governance.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Problem statement
Over the last decades, global changes have had a disastrous impact on the environment. Climate change
in particular has been—and continues to be—a major concern for societies worldwide (Lele et al., 2010).
It is one of the most pressing issues of our time and the policies that we implement will be decisive for
the future of this planet. There has, however, been a lack of progress in reaching environmental goals.
This partly stems from the complexity of environmental issues, as they are interconnected,
multidimensional and intertwined with questions about human needs and livelihoods (Dryzek, 2013).
Dryzek (2013) argues that “the more complex a situation, the larger the number of plausible perspectives
upon it—because the harder it is to prove any of them wrong” (Dryzek, 2013, p. 9). As a result of this
complexity, an array of different perspectives and knowledge claims on climate change has developed
(Fleming et al., 2014). This diverse body of (scientific) information has led individuals to see different facts,
theories and hypotheses as consistent with their own normative frameworks (Dryzek, 2013; Fleming et
al., 2014). This has resulted in the development of different environmental discourses (i.e. shared ways of
understanding environmental issues and their solutions), which in turn have caused lengthy debates
about the proper response to climate change (Dryzek, 2013).
The lack of progress in reaching environmental goals thus stems not only from the complexity of the
problems, but also from the failure to collectively agree on a workable policy strategy. As multilateral
efforts to curb climate change are plagued by complexity and gridlock, local and regional collaboration is
promoted as more suitable to solve environmental issues (Acuto & Rayner, 2016; James & Verrest, 2015).
Cities in particular have been identified in academic scholarship as actors that could overcome some of
the challenges associated with multilateral collaboration due to their pragmatism and horizontal power
relations (Busch et al., 2018; Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019; Gordon, 2018; James & Verrest, 2015).
Especially in a world where urbanization is happening quickly and at a large scale, cities gain more power
to influence politics and climate change on a local, national and international level (Acuto et al., 2017;
Bouteligier, 2013). With cities currently housing more than half the world’s population and climate change
posing a severe threat to urban populations around the world, it is progressively clear why the
participation of cities in discussing societal and environmental challenges is vital (Acuto et al., 2017; James
& Verrest, 2015).
Institutionalised networks of cities—while not new—are becoming a growing presence on the
international scene (Busch et al., 2018; Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019; James & Verrest, 2015).
The number of sustainability-related city networks alone rose from 8 to 49 in the period between 1982 to
2004, and has continued to grow over the past two decades (James & Verrest, 2015). Not only is there an
increase in the number of operating city networks, but also in the number of city participants, and the
scope and scale of their objectives (Gordon, 2018). City networks are institutionalised networks with cities
as their main members, but can also include private, public and civil society actors (James & Verrest,
2015). Most city networks cover a broad range of policy areas and can either operate on an international,
national or regional scale—and thus have an international, national or regional membership base,
respectively (Acuto & Rayner, 2016).
City networks are a response to the global challenges cities face such as rapid urbanisation and climate
change, and they therefore often aim to find common solutions through collaboration (Bradlow, 2015;
James & Verrest, 2015). A central goal of city networks is therefore to exchange knowledge and learn
about how other cities deal with complex urban issues (Bulkeley, 2006; Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al.,
2019; Gordon, 2018; James & Verrest, 2015). Policy exchange and collective learning is advocated as a
means of promoting and implementing more effective urban policies. It can contribute to: developing a
collective response to global pressures such as climate change; empowering cities from the Global South
9

by decreasing the knowledge divide; channelling funding to implement climate policies; and promoting
experimentation and innovative local initiatives by serving as a source of inspiration (Acuto et al., 2017;
Blay-Palmer et al., 2016; Bulkeley, 2006; Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019).
One place in which cities interact and share policies are knowledge-sharing platforms of city networks
(Acuto et al., 2017; Bulkeley, 2006; Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019). These platforms promote policy
exchange and learning by providing public, online access to urban practices, policies and/or case studies
(Bulkeley, 2006). Through the creation of knowledge—by sharing policies and practices—cities inspire
each other to experiment with and adopt similar policies (Bouteligier, 2013; Bulkeley, 2006). On the one
hand, knowledge-sharing can play a key role in the promotion of sustainability agendas by offering new
possibilities for urban environmental governance. On the other hand, it can influence cities to adopt new
approaches by promoting specific policies, thereby possibly contributing to the dominance of a certain
approach to climate change (Acuto et al., 2017; Mol, 2006). Policy exchange can therefore not be reduced
to a process of learning and implementation of novel approaches to sustainability alone, but is also a field
that is engrained with contestations between different perspectives and needs (Bulkeley, 2006; Harrison,
2015).
In recent scholarship city networks are often promoted as a-political, pragmatist problem-solvers that can
overcome the collective action problems plaguing international environmental politics. The academic
contributions of Acuto & Morissette (2017), Acuto & Rayner (2016) and Keiner & Kim (2007) focused on
exploring networking strategies of city networks—demonstrating their potential to overcome the gridlock
of the international system through innovative cooperation. The studies of Davidson et al. (2019) and
Gordon (2018) have researched networked urban governance based on its conceptual foundations,
elaborating on how it is reframing urban governance and strategy. Nonetheless, Bouteligier (2010, 2013)
offers a more critical perspective by arguing that, although city networks potentially have more equal
power relations, they cannot claim to be free of power relations. Bulkeley (2006) adds to this by critically
assessing the role of sharing best practices for urban sustainability among cities. She comes to understand
it as a discursive process in which actors shape urban futures rather than a process of policy transfer alone
(Bulkeley, 2006). Her study found that policy exchange is not only a process of exchanging new knowledge
about a policy problem, but also one of challenging and reframing the nature and interpretation of the
policy problem at hand: urban sustainability (Bulkeley, 2006).
The recent study of Davidson et al. (2019), on the role of city networks in reshaping urban governance,
has identified knowledge dynamics as an under-studied phenomenon in city networks. Mol (2006)
argues—in his research about the increasingly important role of information in environmental
governance—that once knowledge exchange becomes central to environmental governance institutions
(such as city networks), the question is which and whose discourses are considered reliable and valid.
Especially as the role of cities in environmental governance is growing, it is crucial to investigate how city
actors are involved in the creation and transfer of environmental knowledge and discourse (Mol, 2006).
Policy exchange and learning may cause certain environmental discourses to become normalized, thereby
changing the nature of policies designed afterwards (Bouteligier, 2013; Bulkeley, 2006; Hajer, 1997). It is
therefore difficult to speak of the opportunities of city networks without raising questions related to
power and discourse.

1.2 Research Justification
The well-developed body of research on city networks in the context of environmental and sustainability
initiatives has so far mostly focused on demonstrating the potential, or justifying the role, of city networks.
Now, the research agenda should move towards identifying and understanding the workings of policy
exchange and learning (Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019). Bulkeley (2006) has made a start by
investigating the practice of policy exchange between cities. Although she argues that this practice
10

represents a discursive process, it remains unclear which environmental discourses are promoted, how
these relate to power and what implications this has for environmental governance. City networks are
structured by global, local and internal pressures, power relations and shifting ideologies (Harrison, 2015).
They should therefore not only be defined in terms of equality, pragmatism and depoliticization, but also
in terms of constituting political spaces in which conflicting ideas interact and where power, authority and
legitimacy play a key role (Gordon, 2018). Accordingly, it is crucial to investigate these discursive processes
as well as power relations.
Given the proliferating scope and scale of knowledge exchange between cities as well as their potential
to solve environmental challenges, the need to investigate the policies and discourses that shape how
urban responses to climate change are being mediated between different actors, interest and scales
grows as well (Acuto & Rayner, 2016; Bulkeley, 2006; Busch et al., 2018; Davidson, Coenen, & Gleeson,
2019). Discourses shape which environmental solutions are perceived as most appropriate and effective,
and the validation of a particular discourse can therefore help or hinder climate change action (Carstensen
& Schmidt, 2016; Fleming et al., 2014; Gordon, 2018). The study of policy exchange on knowledge-sharing
platforms is therefore a relevant analytic site for exploring the power of environmental discourse. As
policy exchange and learning plays a central role within city collaboration, it is crucial to investigate the
discourses and power that stem from this practice. These discourses can be found in the policies held
within databases of knowledge-sharing platforms. Policies from cities worldwide are present in such
databases, showing which urban policies are implemented in different parts of the world.

1.3 Research Objectives
This research aims to contribute to a more critical debate and enhanced awareness on the role of policy
exchange and learning within urban environmental governance, the discourses that it promotes and the
power relations that underlie it. It does not intend to generate universal truths or causal explanations, but
rather expand on the role of policy and discourse in knowledge-sharing platforms and how these regulate
political thought and action. It will track agents who have the capacity to affect the context in which
interests are defended and can therefore assign them responsibility accordingly. As such this research will
promote critical discussions of how discourses and power relations may influence governance
interactions. This can help inform city networks, urban institutions and policy makers to develop more
appropriate, effective and contextual environmental policies and projects.

1.3.1 Scope
This thesis focuses on how city actors problematize climate change and propose solutions. It does so by
deploying the notion of ideational power to make sense of the power of discourse in the policies shared
on knowledge-sharing platforms. Ideational power refers to “the capacity of actors (whether individual or
collective) to influence [other] actors’ normative and cognitive beliefs through the use of ideational
elements” (i.e. discourse, practices, symbols, myths, narratives, stories, frames, models and norms)
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 320). This thesis will look at one knowledge-sharing platform in
particular: the Urban Sustainability Exchange (USE) platform. The aim of this research is to identify and
explain which discourses are promoted within the environmental policies shared on the USE platform,
and the power relations that stem from and inform the dominance of those discourses.
The USE platform is a Metropolis initiative, that is led and co-funded by the city of Berlin (USE, n.d.-b).
Metropolis (in full: World Association of Major Metropolises) is a city network that focusses on
metropolitan governance and collaboration. It was established in 1984 and is currently comprised of 141
members worldwide.1 In collaboration with one of its member—the city of Berlin—Metropolis has
developed the USE platform. The USE platform (formerly Policy Transfer Platform) was launched in 2014,
1

This is the amount of members as of 21/03/2021.
11

with the goal of promoting sustainable urban development (USE, n.d.-b). It does so by connecting city
makers (e.g. city officials, practitioners, academics, civil society) and showcasing successful city
programmes, projects and policies. The platform showcases 383 case studies and has a membership base
of 504 city makers (USE, n.d.-b).2

1.3.2 Research Questions
From the aforementioned problem definition, justification and research objectives, the following research
question has been formulated:
Which environmental discourses are promoted in case studies shared on the Urban Sustainability
Exchange platform and how do these discourses relate to power?
Three sub-questions have been developed to help answer the main research question:
1. Which environmental discourses are promoted in case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation
shared on the USE platform?
2. Which actors promote which discourses on the USE platform?
3. How do the identified environmental discourses relate to ideational power?
The first sub-question aims to identify the discourses represented in the case studies on climate
adaptation and mitigation shared on the USE platform. This will help establish which discourses are
promoted as legitimate and which are perceived as invalid among members of the USE platform. The
second question looks more closely at which actors promote which discourses. It does so by analysing the
policies they share and the discourses they promote in these policies. This question will thus look at whose
understanding informs environmental decision-making. The third sub-question focuses on the power
dimensions of the environmental discourses and the actors that support them. The concept of ideational
power will be used to analyse how and by whom a particular understanding of an environmental problem
or solution has gained dominance and is widely held as legitimate. In doing so, it will also determine which
discourses and actors have been disempowered or marginalized. Eventually, these questions and their
answers together will support answering the main question, and identify how members of the USE
platform possess ideational power and fixate meaning in climate change discourse to steer urban
environmental governance.

1.4 Structure
The structure of this thesis is as follows. Chapter 2 will elaborate on the theoretical concepts applied
throughout this thesis and the theoretical framework of constructivism, discursive institutionalism and
five dominant global environmental discourses: sustainable development, technocratic
environmentalism, civic environmentalism, neoliberal environmentalism and green radicalism. Chapter 3
will explain the methodology and methods guiding this research. It elaborates on the selected case study
and justification as well as data collection and analysis methods. More specifically, it gives an overview of
the discourse analytic framework that was adopted to analyse the policies on the USE platform as well as
the thematic analysis that was applied to interview transcripts. Chapter 4 will discuss the empirical
findings of the research, including the dominant and marginal discourses found in case studies shared on
the USE platform and among interviewees. Chapter 5 will discuss and evaluate these findings in light of
the theoretical framework. It will answer the research questions and more specifically identify ideational
power related to discourses and actors within the context of the USE platform. This thesis ends with a
conclusion in chapter 7, summarizing the empirical and theoretical findings, the answers to the research
questions and suggesting avenues for further research.

2

Section 3.2 contains a more elaborate explanation and justification of this selected case study.
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2. Theoretical Framework
This chapter elaborates on the theoretical framework guiding this research. First, it will define the
meaning of concepts that are central to this research. Second, it will explain the meta-theoretical
framework of constructivism. Third, it will elaborate on the theory of discursive institutionalism and the
three dimensions of ideational power. Lastly, it will explain and elaborate on the five environmental
discourses that are found dominant within global environmental politics and governance.

2.1 Operationalisation of Main Concepts
This thesis uses several concepts that are open to different interpretations and it is therefore crucial to
define the meaning of those concepts within the context of this research. By operationalizing key concepts
and linking them to one another, this section develops the foundation of this research.
First, city networks are defined as institutionalised networks with city governments as their main members
(Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019). This means that cities take up the role of actors and these
networks provide them with an opportunity to collaborate, develop more effective urban policies and
play a role in global governance (Bouteligier, 2004). Many city networks came into existence due to the
rise of global challenges faced by cities such as urbanization, climate change issues and public health, and
therefore have the goal of collaborating to find common solutions (James & Verrest, 2015). Although most
city networks focus on a broad range of policy areas and can either have an international, national, or
regional membership base, this thesis focuses solely on the policy area of environmental governance in
Metropolis and its USE platform, which is a city network with an international membership base.
Second, environmental governance is understood as “a set of regulatory processes, mechanisms and
organizations through which political actors influence environmental actions and outcomes” (Lemos &
Agrawal, 2006, p. 298). It concerns the process of environmental policy-making and the actors and
organisations involved. These actors include state and non-state actors such as national and local
governments, civil society, business, NGOs, and city networks. Mechanisms through which environmental
governance take place include transnational institutions, international accords, national policies, and local
decision-making structures (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). Environmental governance can play out at different
levels, with this thesis focusing on urban environmental governance and international collaboration
between cities. Important to note is that urban and international environmental governance are
interconnected as they continuously influence, confirm as well as contest each other. International
environmental governance provides the macro context in which urban governance operates, while urban
governance puts forward policies that might influence environmental governance on the international
level (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). International and urban environmental governance therefore both
play a vital role in this research.
Third, this thesis holds that discourse plays a central role in environmental governance and the
construction of environmental policies. As environmental issues are complex and there is no general
consensus in debates of environmental governance on how to deal with climate change, there are
multiple perspectives based on differences between local vs. global, North vs. South, public vs. private,
modern science vs. indigenous knowledge, sovereign rights vs. post-sovereign governance,
decentralization vs. centralization, and so on (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006). These perspectives are
called environmental discourses. This research follows Hajer’s conceptualization of discourse as “an
ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categories through which meaning is given to social and physical
phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices” (Hajer, 2006,
p. 67). Discourse is thus a shared way of apprehending the world: it constructs relationships and meanings,
and helps to define common sense and legitimate knowledge (Dryzek, 2013). Every discourse rests on a
number of assumptions and knowledge claims, which provide the foundation for understanding real
phenomena such as climate change (Dryzek, 2013). Discourse shapes actor behaviour, yet actors are also
13

able to contest discourse (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). This thesis therefore holds that text as well as
context matters (Dryzek, 2013; Schiffrin et al., 2001, Chapter 18; Schmidt, 2006). The context refers to
setting (e.g. the USE platform), actions (e.g. environmental policies) and participants (e.g. cities) as well
as knowledge and ideologies, while text refers to the use of language in documents such as policies or
case studies (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Schiffrin et al., 2001, Chapter 18). Adherents to a discourse will
use a particular kind of language when talking about phenomena. The way we interpret, discuss, and
analyse environmental problems has consequences for how we approach and solve these issues.
Fourth, discourse and environmental governance are related to power relations. Discourse is not a neutral
medium that simply connects different perspectives to reality. Discourse includes political struggles to
inscribe and partially fix the meaning of certain phenomena according to that discourse, thereby excluding
other meanings (Panizza & Miorelli, 2013). Although there always are multiple competing discourses, once
one discourse gains enough support and becomes widely accepted, it becomes institutionalized and is
transformed into practice and policy (Hajer, 2006; Schmidt, 2010). This means that the power relations of
particular social orders promoting this discourse become institutionalized as well, resulting in the
marginalisation of others (Dryzek, 2013; Panizza & Miorelli, 2013). Power is thus mirrored in the way an
approach is legitimized and coalitions of actors emerge. This means that policy cannot be understood as
a neutral tool, but rather as a product of discourse (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Bouteligier, 2013; Hajer
& Versteeg, 2005). This thesis therefore emphasizes policy exchange and learning as constituting “a
discursive process, in which not only new knowledge is created about a policy problem, but the nature
and interpretation of the policy problem itself are challenged and reframed” (Bulkeley, 2006, p. 1029).
Hajer (2006) argues that illuminating discourse allows for a better understanding of power relations that
are part of discursive processes. Using his interpretation of discourse allows this research to illustrate how
discourse is (re-)produced to govern climate change in urban areas and how discourse relates to power.
Power, in this sense, is understood in terms of ideational power. Ideational power is “the capacity of actors
(whether individual or collective) to influence [other] actors’ normative and cognitive beliefs [and ideas]
through the use of ideational elements” (i.e. discourse, practices, symbols, myths, narratives, stories,
frames, models and norms) (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 320). Ideational power acknowledges the
ability of actors to influence which practices and policies are seen as legitimate and viable, thereby shaping
the context which defines the range of possibilities for others (Bulkeley, 2006). Ideational power shapes
behaviour and policies in an indirect way, meaning that it does not force actors to behave in a certain way
but rather changes their ideas about what is appropriate behaviour (Bouteligier, 2004, 2013; Carstensen
& Schmidt, 2016). This research acknowledges the different dimensions of power (e.g. material,
bargaining, structural) and their connection to ideational power, but focuses solely on ideational power
due to its direct link to discourse. Non-ideational dimensions of power will only be taken into account if
they affect the ways in which discourses are expressed and conveyed.
Lastly, knowledge plays a key role in shaping and articulating discourses. In this research knowledge is
understood as: “a fluid mix of framed experience, values, contextual information, and expert insight that
provides a framework for evaluating and incorporating new experiences and information. It originates and
is applied in the minds of knowers. In organizations, it often becomes imbedded not only in documents
or repositories but also in organizational routines, processes, practices, and norms” (Davenport & Prusak,
1998, p. 5). As such it challenges the notion of value-neutral theorizing. Knowledge can shape a particular
perception of reality, thereby empowering certain actors and approaches while marginalizing others
(Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Bulkeley, 2006). Power, discourse and knowledge are therefore
interconnected, as they can influence, sustain and/or contradict a one another (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand,
2006). Knowledge can appear in different forms and can be exchanged and disseminated in diverse ways
(James & Verrest, 2015). This thesis focuses on knowledge articulated through the policies shared on the
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USE platform (documents), as well as the knowledge embedded in the processes, practices and norms
that guide the organisation.

2.2 Constructivism
This thesis is rooted in the meta-theoretical framework of constructivism. The explanation of this metaframework is essential since it explains the world view (i.e. ontology and epistemology) on which this
research is based. In combination with the following theoretical sections, this framework functions as a
lens through which the results of this research will be interpreted.
Constructivism holds that the knowledge humans acquire about the world is not an objective
representation of reality, but is the product of a specific context and can therefore change over time and
space (Fischer, 1998). As reality is socially constructed—referring to being constituted by interaction with
others, rather than being fixed or given—there is a need to concentrate on the different meanings
attributed to reality (Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). Knowledge has the power to shape our perception of reality
and therefore influence the content of, for example, politics. Knowledge comes to be accepted as the
result of consensus among actors such as scientists, and not necessarily because it is the truth (Fischer,
2000). As it shapes our perception of reality, specific problems and solutions are defined for the challenges
we face in accordance with this perception. In shaping the content of politics, it is not only the distribution
of material (i.e. military or economic) capabilities that matter—as is often argued in realist and liberal
institutionalist theories—but rather ideational capabilities (e.g. discourses, practices, narratives, frames,
models, norms) and social interaction between actors (Bernstein, 2002). Constructivism is therefore not
so much concerned with how cooperation (i.e. the process) between actors is possible, but focuses more
on the type of cooperation (i.e. the content) and how it is shaped (e.g. by norms, practices and discourses).
Language is an important factor in ideational capabilities as it functions like a frame: it does not just
describe reality, but constructs it. Words and concepts do not so much carry individual meaning, but
operate as elements in networks of meaning. As these networks become accepted within particular
institutions or societies, they become institutionalized and are transformed into practice (Hajer, 2006). In
constructing reality, some networks prevail over others, thereby legitimizing some perspectives and
invalidating others. This also holds for environmental issues, as they involve a great number of actors and
conflicting interests (Dryzek, 2013). Environmental problems and solutions are constructed through a
struggle among different actors, their interests and sets of knowledge, of which only one or a few are
considered legitimate (Dryzek, 2013; Hajer, 2006; Mol, 2006).
As such, constructivism provides a critical lens to analyse the role of knowledge and discourse in shaping
urban environmental governance and how these link to power relations. Traditionally, constructivism has
focused on the conditions under which scientific knowledge influences state behaviour and fosters
interstate collaboration (Lövbrand, 2014). As different types of knowledge and non-state actors are
playing an increasingly crucial role in shaping environmental governance (Mol, 2006), this thesis studies
the role of multiple types of knowledge and discourses in constituting the institutions (e.g. the USE
platform) within which actors come to understand and act in the world. By inviting new actors and types
of knowledge to this debate, the understanding of environmental governance and policy-making can be
enhanced and productive dialogue bolstered. Constructivism enables to ask questions such as: What
consequences does the exchange of policies and practices have for urban environmental governance?
Which dominant discourses or processes of knowledge production can be identified? What are their
consequences?
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Figure 1. Main tenants of constructivism in the context of environmental governance (generated by author)

2.3 Discursive Institutionalism
Discursive institutionalism is embedded within this meta-theoretical framework. This theory holds that
discourse is an explanatory factor in policy making “by providing interpretive frameworks that give
definition to our values and preferences and thus make political and economic interests actionable”
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 318). In claiming a central position for discourse in policy-making,
discourse is related to the capacity (i.e. power) to influence the policy-making process (Carstensen &
Schmidt, 2016). In order to analyse the power of discourse in shaping environmental policies, this
connection first has to be theorized. Power is a complex and inherently normative concept that is
challenging to define. This research therefore focuses on the typology of ideational power as explained
by Carstensen & Schmidt in “Power through, over and in ideas: conceptualizing ideational power in
discursive institutionalism” (2016). This typology is helpful for identifying different dimensions of
ideational power and how they may combine in empirical cases such as the USE platform, thereby
enabling a more skilful empirical analysis.
Carstensen and Schmidt (2016) use discursive institutionalism to explain the interaction between policy
making, actors and discourse in institutions. This interaction is mediated by ideational power: “the
capacity of actors (whether individual or collective) to influence [other] actors’ normative and cognitive
beliefs through the use of ideational elements” (i.e. discourse, practices, symbols, myths, narratives,
stories, frames, models and norms) (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 320). As such, ideational power is
different from institutional, structural and compulsory power, focusing on ideational rather than material
capabilities. Ideational power has three features: (1) it is characterized by a conception of power which is
exerted through discursive structures that actors contest to affect what discourses and practices are
deemed legitimate, while simultaneously being constrained by these structures that give meaning to their
circumstances; (2) it is both a top-down and a bottom-up process, meaning that it looks at policy actors
at the bottom and the top of the power hierarchy; and (3) it takes on an actor-oriented approach of power
by conceptualizing actors as being able to (re)construct the discursive structures by which they may be
constrained or determined, while still acknowledging the importance of discursive structures in
constraining which policies are considered politically viable (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). Actors are
dependent on these structures to develop, defend and communicate their ideas to others. These
structures are, however, not unamenable to revision or change through strategic action (Carstensen &
Schmidt, 2016).
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Discursive institutionalism acknowledges that discourse enables actors to handle complexity and
situations of uncertainty by offering interpretations of the problem at hand and ways forward, thereby
justifying and shaping policies and agendas (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). It also highlights the power of
discourse in ascribing agency to particular actors and denying it to others. Discourse serves as an
instrument, used to influence other actors’ normative and cognitive beliefs. Moreover, institutions are
not external, fixed structures that merely follow rules, but rather dynamic structures, shaped by its actors
and the discourses they support or reject (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). As such, this theory
acknowledges the formal as well as informal processes and structures that influence institutions and actor
behaviour. Key questions that arise from this theory, and guide this research, are: Which environmental
discourses are promoted on the USE platform? Which discourses are regarded as legitimate? Which
discourses have become institutionalized? Who’s interests do these discourses serve? How do they relate
to the dimensions of ideational power? What risks and opportunities are associated with the dominant
discourses?
In order to enable an analysis of the power of discourse in policy-making, Carstensen and Schmidt (2016)
have developed a typology of ideational power based on three dimensions:
1. Power through ideas
The capacity of actors to persuade other actors to accept and adopt their views of what to think
and do. This is done by using discourses that serve to explain and/or legitimate their actions and
policies, rather than material resources or institutional position. The capacity to persuade others
depends on the ability to define problems and propose adequate policy solutions. Power is at play
here, since affecting what is considered a viable problem definition and solution frames the
context in which possibilities for others are defined. To be persuasive, the discourses that defend
certain policies have to demonstrate: relevance; applicability to solve certain problems; and policy
coherence of used concepts, methods and instruments. Important in this form of power is to have
influence on what is considered ‘common knowledge’ among policy actors within a policy area
and use this in a discourse.
2. Power over ideas
The capacity of actors to control and dominate the meaning of discourses and thereby resist the
inclusion of alternative ideas into the policy-making arena. This form of power can be exerted by:
powerful actors imposing ideas (e.g. fossil fuel industry); normally powerless actors (e.g. NGOs by
means of shaming other actors into conformity); and by actors that have the capacity to resist
considering alternative ideas to their own (e.g. epistemic communities). This form of power has
to do with controlling the production of meaning and the diffusion of knowledge via media
channels, such as the promotion of certain approaches to sustainability that dismiss alternatives.
3. Power in ideas
The authority of certain discourses to structure thought at the expense of other ideas, thereby
imposing constraints on what policy action actors may take into consideration. This form of power
concerns the ways in which discursive practices and/or the institutional setup of a policy area
enhances or diminishes the ability of actors to promote their individual policies. The
institutionalization of certain ideas into rules or frames is considered power in ideas; these are
embedded in the institutional structure of an organisation. These ideas become depoliticized,
meaning that they become accepted as normal, thereby structuring peoples’ thoughts about the
economy, society and polity (i.e. reality).
Ideational power might occur directly through persuasion or domination (power through and over ideas),
or indirectly by influencing the discursive context that defines the range of possibilities for others (power
in ideas) (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). This research will focus on all three forms of power, as they are
all related to different power dimensions of discourse. In general, discursive institutionalism and the
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typology of ideational power will serve as tools to understand and identify which and how discourses play
into processes of power and resistance within the USE platform. Figure 2 guides this analysis, providing a
systematic and transparent tool to identify power relations within the USE platform.
First, the concept of power through ideas is used to uncover the ways in which actors persuade others to
accept their views and implement their projects, for example by sharing and publishing their projects on
the USE platform. As Carstensen & Schmidt (2016) explain, persuasion is done through argumentation,
which depends on the ability to propose adequate policy solutions. These policy solutions may be agreed
to and implemented by other cities. The discourses that are applied to legitimize certain approaches and
the actors that support these are the ones with the most persuasion capacity, and thus power through
ideas. As some actors come to promote a dominant discourse due to persuasion, it is important is to
identify which actors have been persuaded to support a discourse and which actors are the ones who
have persuaded others. These actors might possess different amounts of power through ideas.
Second, the concept of power over ideas is used to identify which actors have the capacity to control and
dominate the content on the platform. These actors are said to have power over ideas. This capacity can
relate to inclusion and exclusion of ideas into the policy arena of the USE platform. It relates to the control
over production of meaning and diffusion of knowledge. This can be the imposition of ideas, for example
through curating the content of policies, or resistance of alternative ideas, by imposing content selection
criteria. As such, this form of power does not so much focus on the content of the policies, but rather on
the actors able to dominate the process of knowledge exchange and production of meaning. Although it
might be expected that staff members have most power over ideas, this power can also be exerted by
actors that resist the inclusion of alternative ideas or that have other ways of influencing the content on
the platform.
Third, the concept of power in ideas is used to understand the authority of certain approaches to urban
sustainability, at the expense of others. It looks at which structures of meaning enhance or diminish the
ability of actors to promote their individual policies. Those ideas that are embedded in the institutional
structure of the organisation—in the form of rules or frames—are considered power in ideas. These rules
become accepted as normal, thereby influencing which policies are considered reasonable or unrealistic
to include in policies and political discussions. Discourses play an important role; either legitimizing or
constraining certain policies and setting limits for the options that policy-makers believe to be feasible
and desirable (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). Following this line of argumentation, power concerns the
institutionalized, background, discursive structures influencing action and thought. This means that
certain discourses can be powerful, and the actors promoting these discourses have power in ideas. This
form of power looks at the ideational process that is formed by systems of knowledge, discursive
practices, and use of language, and eventually affects which ideas enjoy authority at the expense of
others. As such, it focuses on content as well as institutional context and process. While the domination
of a discourse can be understood in terms of power through ideas—as actors persuade others of the
legitimacy of this approach—the crystallization of such approaches into established rules is understood
as power in ideas—as these discourses come to govern urban sustainability (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016).
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Figure 2. Typology of ideational power (generated by author—based on Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016).

2.4 Global Environmental Discourses
This section explains the discourses that are prevalent in shaping environmental governance on a global
level: sustainable development, technocratic environmentalism, civic environmentalism, neoliberal
environmentalism and green radicalism. Each of these discourses offers a shared way of looking at the
world, explaining the problem of climate change and its solutions in a particular way (Dryzek, 2013). For
example, certain ideas about how the economy should work set limits to the kinds of environmental
policies that actors find necessary and appropriate, and the ways in which they can persuade their
constituents (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). These specific discourses have been selected because they
have been identified by multiple scholars in the field of environmental politics and governance such as
Bäckstrand & Lövbrand (2006), Bernstein (2002), Dryzek (2013), Fischer (2000), Humphreys (2009),
Wanner (2015) and more. As discourses are subject to continuous contestation and change, it was
crucial to review the scientific body on environmental discourse in order to establish which discourses
have been newly identified and which of the ones that have been identified decades ago are still relevant
in current environmental governance interactions. Scholars tend to give different names to similar
discourses and sometimes the discourses they identify overlap. This section has therefore grouped
different conceptualisations together under a single name in order to separate the discourses more
clearly and provide a solid foundation for discourse analysis. In case there are different
conceptualisations of discourses, these are explained in the footnotes.
The identified discourses shape the global structures within which actors develop, defend and
communicate their ideas (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Schmidt, 2017). As such, these discourses
underpin policy and programmes of organizations such as the UN, but also city networks such as
Metropolis and knowledge-sharing platforms such as the USE platform (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006;
Bernstein, 2002). These discourses are thus understood to structure the context within the policies are
shared on the USE platform and are therefore crucial to this research. These discourses provide the
foundation for the discourse analytic framework that was used to analyse policies on the USE platform
(Section 3.5.1).

2.4.1 Sustainable Development
The diffusion and popularity of sustainable development3 as an environmental discourse grew rapidly
after the publication of the Brundtland report in 1987 (Dryzek, 2013; Harlow et al., 2013; Mert, 2009;
Wanner, 2015). This report declared that “in essence, sustainable development is a process of change
in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of investments, the orientation of technological
development; and institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future potential
to meet human needs and aspirations” (UNWCED, 1987, p. 46). The way in which the report combined
issues that had until then been treated in isolation was crucial. It incorporated environmental issues,
peace and security, development, and social justice both within and across generations (Dryzek, 2013).
It argued for the increasing need to deal with environmental degradation and scarcity, as it threatens
economic growth and development (Wanner, 2015). Brundtland established sustainable development
on the international political agenda, integrating its principles into many international organizations and
their goals, such as the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Mert, 2009; Wanner, 2015).
However, the report did not contain any practical steps to execute its ideas. Until today the meaning of
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Some scholars have separated the discourse of sustainable development from ecological
modernization and green growth (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013; Hajer, 1995; Wanner,
2015). This thesis combines these, arguing that they are based on similar interpretations of
environmental problems and solutions.

sustainable development in practice is contested and its validity and feasibility to reconcile
environmental protection with economic growth is debated (Dryzek, 2013; Wanner, 2015).
The core of this discourse is that it asserts that economic growth should be promoted, but guided in
ways that are socially just and environmentally benign (Dryzek, 2013; Harlow et al., 2013). The
economic, social, and environmental dimensions are referred to as the three pillars of sustainable
development (Dryzek, 2013; Harlow et al., 2013). It covers issues from the local to the global, takes the
structure of the global political economy as given and promotes technology as a tool to stretch the limits
of ecosystems and the environment. A key pathway to achieve sustainable development is through
green growth, as economic growth is perceived as essential to development (Dryzek, 2013; Wanner,
2015). The main focus of this discourse has shifted to growth, resulting in the subjugation of the social,
political and cultural dimensions of sustainability; aspects that were central to the Brundtland Report
(Dryzek, 2013; Wanner, 2015). Some scholars argue that it therefore mainly serves global capitalism,
large corporations and industrialized countries, while losing sight of global equity, social justice and
poverty of developing countries (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013; Wanner, 2015). It does,
however, promote a distribution of power across networks of relevant actors and flexible, collaborative
policy-making (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013). Relevant actors in this discourse exist at
many levels: national governmental bodies, IGOs, NGOs, business corporations, grassroots
organizations and civil society (Dryzek, 2013; Partelow et al., 2020).

2.4.2 Technocratic Environmentalism
Technocratic environmentalism4 originates from the 19th century positivist theories, according to which
science is the only valid approach to understand the nature of physical processes (Fischer, 2000). It
focuses on the role of science, knowledge and expertise in explaining, organizing and legitimizing
environmental problems and solutions (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Dryzek, 2013; Partelow et al.,
2020). It aims to eliminate uncertainties related to the social, cultural and economic aspects of
environmental problems (Fischer, 2000). The assumption that nature can be managed has led to the
need to identify risks and prevent harm (Partelow et al., 2020). Monitoring, studying and predicting
trajectories of climate change is central to this discourse (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006). As a result it
promotes regulatory policies, expert advisory commissions, environmental impact assessments and
resource managements instruments (Dryzek, 2013).
This discourse accepts the structure of the global political economy. It argues for a rational
administration and a centrally organised government that is focused on coordination (Dryzek, 2013). It
promotes experts, managers and scientists to have the authority of generating facts to support decisionmaking, thereby turning scientific knowledge into a source of power. Relevance is therefore given to
the expert rather than the citizen; stressing a decision-making process based on hierarchy rather than
equality and inclusion (Dryzek, 2013).

2.4.3 Civic Environmentalism
Civic environmentalism5 entered the global environmental agenda after the 1992 United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro, where participation and
involvement of stakeholders were emphasized (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006). On the one hand it
4

Dryzek (2013) has referred to this discourse as ‘administrative rationalism’, Bäckstrand and Lövbrand
(2006) have referred to it as ‘green governmentality’ and Asafu-Adjaye et all (2015) call it
‘ecomodernism’. Here, these discourses are grouped together under the name of ‘technocratic
environmentalism’.
5
Dryzek (2013) has referred to this discourse as ‘democratic pragmatism’.
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applies a practical and realistic orientation to environmental problems, and on the other hand it aims
to solve problems through experimentation and learning (Dryzek, 2013). As such, this discourse focuses
on problem solving while accepting the basic institutional structure of liberal capitalist democracy as it
is, but with a stronger focus on the role of citizens. Citizens are important as they are the ones often
directly affected by environmental problems and therefore have the ability to understand these
problems in a different way and find solutions (Fischer, 2000). Therefore their input is regarded as
crucial for decision making and the success of policies (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006). Specific attention
has been given to the inclusion of marginalized groups (e.g. women, youth, and indigenous people);
their involvement is considered essential in realizing climate change solutions. As such this discourse
tries to find a balance between individual liberties and democratic equality, and focuses on issues such
as North-South inequalities.
This discourse emphasizes interactive problem solving by including a broad array of actors (Dryzek,
2013; Partelow et al., 2020). It uses democracy as a way of approaching problems. It promotes the
involvement of and cooperation with many different actors and stakeholders. Vital political processes
include public participation and consultation, policy dialogues, citizen deliberation, pubic inquiries and
access to information to all (Mert, 2009).

2.4.4 Neoliberal Environmentalism
Neoliberalism6 has been considered the dominant discourse (or ideology) in politics since the 1970s and
has been embraced by governments worldwide (Dryzek, 2013; Humphreys, 2009). Neoliberal
environmentalism is committed to market principles, asserting that the intrinsic functioning of the
market is rational and that market mechanisms should be deployed to achieve public ends, such as
environmental protection (Bernstein, 2002; Humphreys, 2009; Lansing, 2011). It calls for marketisation,
privatisation and deregulation. It asserts that economic rationalistic criteria should be the basis for
decision-making, and that markets for environmental goods (e.g. property rights for air, water or
forests) should be created and managed (Dryzek, 2013). Natural resources are most efficiently managed
when placed under private ownership (Humphreys, 2009). Economic instruments (e.g. tradable
emission permits or privatization of the commons) should push firms to pollute less and improve
efficiency of activities limiting environmental harm (Bernstein, 2002; Humphreys, 2009). Improving
efficiency is argued to happen though strong investments in environmentally-friendly technologies.
However, by denying the intrinsic value of nature by commodifying it, this discourse is said to undermine
principles of environmental conservation (Dryzek, 2013).
Important in this discourse is the inclusion of non-state actors, such as private actors, as these can
contribute to policy implementation and finance (Humphreys, 2009). These actors are more capable to
deal with modern problems, because of their pragmatic and dynamic approach. However, they are said
to act mostly based on self-interest and economic incentives (Dryzek, 2013). Whereas non-state actors
play an increasingly important role, the state continues to play a central role due to its sovereignty over
resources and its role in protecting and conserving those resources (Bernstein, 2002). The state has to
enforce private property rights and introduce market-based principles. As such, this discourse assigns a
powerful role to the state, and promotes the rights of capital and investors (Humphreys, 2009).

6

Dryzek (2013) has referred to this discourse as ‘economic rationalism’, while Bernstein (2002) has
called it ‘liberal environmentalism’. More generally, this discourse is known as neoliberal
environmentalism, which is the term used throughout this thesis in order to circumvent confusion.
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2.4.5 Green Radicalism
Green radicalism takes on issues of social justice and equity and has mostly gained traction over the last
two decades (Dryzek, 2013; Partelow et al., 2020). It addresses the structural causes of climate change,
which are argued to be political and economic in nature (Stevenson, 2014). It is in identifying these
causes that the discourse splits up in a diverse set of approaches, such as social ecology, ecofeminism
and deep ecology (Hysing et al., 2016). Due to this diverse set of approaches, it is difficult to explain the
exact origin of this discourse. In general, this discourse holds the need for radical changes in our
relationships with nature and our social and political life (Hysing et al., 2016). It calls for green politics:
the political recognition of ecological limits. It is a call for reflection and reasoning upon the way we live
with regards to culture, economics, and nature (Dryzek, 2013). It calls for the support of environmental
values in politics and to go against institutional norms and legal frameworks that prevent effective
environmental policy (Hysing et al., 2016). As such it is a system critical discourse, rejecting the global
political economy as it is and aiming to restructure it in order to reach sustainability goals. It requires a
reorientation of current development models, arguing that material growth on an infinite and universal
scale cannot be reconciled with a sustainable environmental order (Stevenson, 2014). This requires a
redistribution of power away from presently dominant authorities and the creation of a new social
order, thereby explaining the name green radicalism. It is therefore that this discourse is often
associated with environmental movement activism (Hysing et al., 2016).
Green radicalism also argues for green consciousness, referring to individual lifestyle changes (Dryzek,
2013; Hysing et al., 2016; Toke, 2000). It promotes a change in basic societal norms that are guided by
appropriate behaviour. Green radical ideals, however, risk being blocked by institutionalised procedures
and norms relating to science-based expertise and rule-adherence in administrational processes (Hysing
et al., 2016). Political institutions dealing with environmental challenges are often designed to deal with
these challenges in a way that does not challenge the political-economic status quo. It is argued,
however, that once individual consciousness has changed in an appropriate direction, then policies,
institutions, and economic systems are believed to fall into place (Dryzek, 2013).
This discourse promotes justice by empowering people to live in harmony with nature and guaranteeing
rights for humans as well as nature (Partelow et al., 2020). Justice is not only about securing a fair
distribution of environmental benefits and burdens, but also the inclusion of citizens into environmental
decision making (Schlosberg, 2007). In general, this discourse assumes equality across individuals and
promotes oppositional politics and social movements to play a key role in social learning. As such, it
focuses on social institutions and collective decision-making (Dryzek, 2013).
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3. Methodology and Methods
This chapter explains the methodology and methods used in this research. First, the overall research
design will be shortly explained. Second, this chapter will elaborate on the selected case study (the USE
platform) and justification of this particular case. Third, it will explain and justify the data collection
methods. Fourth, it will explain and justify the data analysis methods of discourse analysis and thematic
analysis as well as give an example of how discourses have been identified. Lastly, the limitations to this
research and how these were dealt with will be discussed.

3.1 Research Design
This research is based on a case study design, focusing on the case of the USE platform. Data was
collected by selecting case studies as well as conducting semi-structured interviews. The main data
analysis method applied in this research is discourse analysis. This method is used to identify which of
the dominant environmental discourses (i.e. sustainable development, technocratic environmentalism,
civic environmentalism, neoliberal environmentalism and green radicalism) are represented in the
policies shared on the USE platform as well as in the interviews conducted. Interview transcripts will
furthermore be analysed using a thematic analysis method. This method is used to better understand
the institutional structure, procedures and principles of the platform, which is relevant for identifying
the different dimensions of ideational power.

3.2 Selected Case Study
In order to answer the main research question7 a single case study was conducted. Miles and Huberman
(1994) define a case as “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context […] the case is, in
effect, your unit of analysis” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 25). The phenomenon studied in this thesis is
policy and knowledge exchange between cities, and the bounded context (or unit of analysis) is the USE
platform. This methodology is grounded in a constructivist approach, therefore suiting well to this
research design (Baxter & Jack, 2008). As explained earlier, constructivists claim that reality is relative
and dependent on one’s perspective. A case study is a suitable approach for this research as it allows
for a description of reality and understanding of different perspectives within the unit of analysis. As
such it has provided the tools to study the complex phenomena of environmental discourse, policy
exchange and ideational power within the context of urban environmental governance.

3.2.1 The USE Platform
The selected case to study this phenomena is the Urban Sustainability Exchange (USE) Platform
(website: https://use.metropolis.org/). This online platform—formerly called the Policy Transfer
Platform—was launched in 2014 (USE, n.d.-b). It is a Metropolis initiative that is co-founded by the
government of the city of Berlin, and supported by the Institute for Culture and Society at Western
Sydney University (WSU) and a global network of institutional partners and award organisations (USE,
n.d.-b). Metropolis is a city network that was established in 1984 and is currently comprised of 141
members from all continents (Metropolis, n.d.). These members include cities and urban
agglomerations with a population of at least 1 million inhabitants. The government of the city of Berlin
has been a member of Metropolis since 1991 and founded the USE platform with the goal of knowledge
exchange between a broader range of actors than Metropolis members alone (USE, n.d.-b). In 2016 the
platform was relaunched and went from ‘Policy Transfer Platform’ to ‘Urban Sustainability Exchange
Platform’. The goal was to rebrand the platform, shifting from a more technical policy transfer between
experts to a process of knowledge exchange and collaboration between a multiplicity of actors,
7

RQ: Which environmental discourses are promoted in case studies shared on the Urban Sustainability
Exchange platform and how do these discourses relate to power?
24

including urban practitioners, civil society, NGOs, municipal employees, and academics. This means that
although many Metropolis members are part of the USE community, the platform is also open to other
actors around the world. In total, the USE platform has 504 community members, which are called ‘city
makers’ (USE, n.d.-b).
The current goal of the platform is: “USE is an online platform dedicated to promoting sustainable urban
development. It showcases successful programmes, projects and policies and connects city makers who
work in this field” (USE, n.d.-b). It does so by providing public online access to standardised, up to date,
and user-friendly information about projects that have been implemented by cities. These projects are
categorised according to the city, country, region, targeted SDGs, topics, and awards. The platform is
furthermore supported by WSU—to provide an academic basis and principles that guide the platform—
as well as by a global network of institutional partners8 and urban award organisations9 that provide
content for the platform, increase visibility and enhance legitimacy within the international arena. The
platform currently displays 383 case studies from cities worldwide on a variety of topics (USE, n.d.-b).
Although this thesis solely focusses on case studies about climate adaptation and mitigation, the
platform showcases a diversity of case studies on topics such as education, transport, health, migration
and architecture.

3.2.2 Case Study Justification
Case study design and this particular case have been selected based on multiple arguments. According
to Yin (2003) a case study design should be considered when: (1) the focus of the research is to answer
“how” and “why” questions; (2) actor behaviour cannot be manipulated; (3) contextual conditions are
relevant to the phenomenon under study; and (4) the boundaries between the phenomenon and
context are not clear (Yin, 2003). The selection of a single case study design and this specific case adhere
to these criteria.
First, this research is concerned with the question of which environmental discourses can be identified
in policies on the USE platform and how these relate to power relations. It aims to understand how and
why certain approaches to urban sustainability have become dominant while others marginal. Second,
behaviour of those involved in the study (i.e. the USE staff and community) could not be manipulated.
As the policies analysed for this research had already been uploaded before the start of this research,
actor behaviour could not be manipulated. Third, the policies investigated for this research cannot be
considered without their context, namely the USE platform and international environmental
governance. This institutional context may have a profound influence on the content of the policies, and
it is within the USE platform that different discourses and cities interact. Contextual conditions are
therefore vital to this research. Fourth, the phenomenon under study is discourse and power relations.
As these phenomena are in direct contact with their context, they are challenging to analyse and
measure.
The USE platform in particular is a suitable case for this research as it allows for the analysis of the
content of urban policies as well as institutional processes such as the platforms’ policy selection criteria,
curation principles and membership criteria. This gives insight into the power relations among staff and
community members. As such, this case presents an explanatory single case study, meaning that it is
8

Partner organisations include: Western Sydney University, Apolitical, Localizing the SDGs, C40 Cities
Finance Facility, Seoul Solution, Connective Cities, Sustainable Cities Collaboratory, Covenant of MayorsEurope, UCLG Learning and World Urban Campaign (USE, n.d.-b).
9
Urban awards include: City to City Barcelona FAD Award, Eurocities Awards, Guangzhou Award,
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used to study and explain processes that are too complex for survey or experimental research methods
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). Moreover, as it is difficult to gain access to environmental policies from cities
around the world due to confidentiality and language differences, the USE platform presents a unique
opportunity to access and analyse such policies dedicated to urban sustainability. Urban policies on the
USE platform are accessible, categorized according to certain topics and all written in English, thereby
enabling a discourse analysis of exclusively policies of environmental governance. Lastly, USE has been
selected because it has an extensive and global network of community members as well as partner
organisations. The USE platform does not only benefit from Metropolis’ global membership base of
metropolitan cities, but also from partner organisations they have liaised with such as UCLG. UCLG has
a membership base of more than 240,000 towns, cities, regions and metropolises—including over 175
local and regional government associations (UCLG, 2015). This means that the USE platform does not
only have the capacity to influence its own members, but members of other city networks and
organisations as well, thereby expanding its range of influence on environmental governance in general.

3.3 Data Collection Methods
First, data in the form of case studies was collected on the USE platform. Although these case studies
are based on projects, programs and policies implemented in and by cities, the USE platform refers to
them as case studies. This thesis therefore adheres to this conceptualisation so as to prevent confusion.
Furthermore, it is important to note that as cities only share a small amount of the policies actually
implemented in cities, the case studies shared on the USE platform represent those policies that cities
want to share for learning or profiling purposes and are proud of since they have been successful. This
means that these case studies represent discourses, approaches and solutions that are largely regarded
to be appropriate and relevant, as cities partly share them to gain international recognition. In total,
383 case studies on a diverse array of topics are published on the platform. Case studies for this thesis
have been selected by applying the filter ‘topic selection’ and selecting the topics of ‘climate adaptation’
and ‘climate mitigation’. 89 case studies were left, which have all been selected for empirical analysis.
These specific selection criteria were chosen because climate adaptation and mitigation policies are
central to environmental governance, and this thesis aims to identify the environmental discourses in
case studies shared on the USE platform. Important to note is that the case studies were selected based
only on the fact that they relate to environmental governance. Selecting the case studies in this way
enabled the analysis of ideational power, e.g. looking at if some actors share more case studies than
others. This would not have been possible if other selection criteria had been applied, such as selecting
case studies based on an equal distribution in terms of countries or continents.
Although these case studies all address issues of climate adaptation and mitigation, they do not all
propose similar solutions. This is important because it allows for the analysis of the specific discourse
legitimizing these solutions and policies. Comparison between these case studies is still possible since
they are all formatted according to similar informational categories and therefore have a similar length
as well as contain a similar quality of content. See Annex IV for an example of one of the selected case
studies.
For discourse analysis of the policies it was necessary to gather the entire documents in which the case
studies are described. In addition, specific data of each case study was collected: year of
implementation, the actor(s) sharing the case study, the country and continent in which the project has
been implemented and name of the project. First, data on the year of implementation was collected in
order to observe changes in discourse over time. Second, data on the actors sharing the case studies
was collected to observe which actors promote which discourses. Third, data on the country and
continent in which the project was implemented has been collected to get an overview of which
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discourses are generally promoted in which countries and continents. Lastly, the names of the policies
were collected in order to get an overview of the kinds of policies implemented as well as for practical
reasons—being able to separate multiple policies implemented by the same city. In the data analysis
phase the specific content and language use of the cases was analysed (section 3.4).
Second, data was collected by conducting semi-structured interviews. Interviews allow for the collection
of primary data and its comparison with data from other sources. Based on the principle of consilience10
this comparison between primary and secondary data is said to enhance the quality and credibility of
the results as it generates multiple perspectives and allows for triangulation of data (Baxter & Jack,
2008). The choice to conduct semi-structured interviews is based on the need to gain a deeper
understanding of individual perspectives of the people that constitute this platform. Depending on the
interests, positions and cultural backgrounds of different actors, discourses will differ from actor to
actor. Interviews can help identify those discourses and how they might relate to the institutional
structure, procedures and principles of the platform, which eventually contributes to the identification
of the different dimensions of ideational power. Data that has been obtained via interviews (i.e.
transcripts and recordings) was anonymized and safeguarded. The interviews were transcribed in
intelligent verbatim style, meaning that transcripts include everything that has been said minus the
fillers (e.g. ‘um’). In this way the transcripts are simple to read without changing the meaning or tone of
what has been said. Overall, data is managed in compliance with the data management policies of the
WUR and especially ENP.
In total 60 interview requests were sent out, 57 out of 60 requests were sent to actors involved in the
USE platform. The remaining 3 interview requests were sent to academics knowledgeable in the field of
environmental discourse. Interviewees were selected based on their expertise in the field of
environmental discourse (academics); job positions (e.g. USE staff members, USE partner organisations,
USE community members such as municipal employees, researchers, and urban practitioners); and
country of residence in order to get an overview of and insight into different perspectives that are
representative of diverse actors, from different parts of the world. Academics in the field of
environmental discourse were chosen so as to get a better overview of dominant and marginal
discourses in environmental governance. Community members, staff members and partner
organisations of the USE platform were chosen so as to get an in-depth understanding of perceptions
and opinions on environmental policies and power relations among actors involved in the platform.
These interviews also functioned as a way to map out the institutional structure and principles of the
USE platform and the procedures that shape policy exchange on the platform: content and membership
selection, decision-making processes, curating the policies, as well as motivations for community
members to join the platform and share their projects. From the total of 60 interview requests, 21
replied and eventually 15 were interviewed. Due to covid-19 restrictions, all interviews were conducted
online. See Annex I for the list of interviewees and Annex II for the list of interview questions.

3.4 Data Analysis
Data gathered from the USE platform (i.e. case studies) and through interviews (i.e. transcripts) was first
analysed using a discourse analysis in order to identify which discourses are promoted on the USE
platform and by whom. Interviews have additionally been analysed using a thematic analysis, in order

10

Consilience is the principle stipulating that when data from diverse sources are in agreement, the
conclusion can be strong even when individual sources of evidence are not significant on their own.
Researching one phenomena by using different methods should lead to the same results (Baxter & Jack,
2008).
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to gain a better understanding of the institutional structure, rules and principles of the platform that
influence which discourses are promoted on the platform and how these relate to ideational power.
Results of this analysis form the foundation for identifying the three dimensions of ideational power.

3.4.1 Discourse Analysis
Following constructivist theory, each discourse has its own logic and grammar, and therefore discourses
can be identified and separated from one another (Hajer, 2006). As discursive structures are embedded
in language, discourses can be identified by analysing the use of language in policies. Discourse analysis
therefore refers to the textual analysis of the language used in documents or speeches (Hajer, 2006).
This analysis method acknowledges that discourses are powerful forces within politics and governance,
as they shape what is considered appropriate policy (Detraz & Betsill, 2009). It is therefore a useful tool
for this research, as it does not only enable the analysis of how different actors conceptualize climate
change and propose solutions, but can also unveil dynamics of ideational power (Bäckstrand &
Lövbrand, 2006; Detraz & Betsill, 2009; Herrnstein-Smith, 2006; Jacobs, 2006). By applying a discourse
analysis, this thesis recognizes the complexity of environmental issues and the involvement of different
actors with contrasting interests and perspectives.
Although there are many ways to conduct a discourse analysis, various scholars have criticized discourse
analysis in general due to its said lack of rigour, transparency and quality (Jacobs, 2006). This research
therefore applied a predominantly deductive approach by using a framework of keywords linked to
environmental discourses—based on the theoretical framework—to identify which discourses are
promoted in case studies and interviews. Motivations for selecting this specific method of discourse
analysis is based on its potential to make discourse analysis more transparent and systematic. This
discourse analytic method has been implemented and therefore verified by scholarly work such as
Bäckstrand & Lövbrand (2006, 2019), Detraz & Betsill (2009), Hysing et al. (2016) and Von Lucke et al.
(2014).
This discourse analysis is predominantly deductive, since the format and general informational
categories of the case studies have also been analysed. Although discourse can be identified by a textual
analysis of the language used in documents, the structure and format of the document can also point
to the adherence to a specific discourse or influence discursive structures promoted in the case study.
These findings can therefore confirm or contradict the results of the deductive analysis. As such, case
studies have also been analysed based on their informational categories, their length and presentation
of content (e.g. pictures or infographics). As all case studies contain the same format this was not a
lengthy process. Moreover, since the analysis of the format of the documents alone is not telling, the
results of this analysis have been interpreted mainly in terms of confirmation or contradiction to the
findings of the deductive discourse analysis.
With regards to the deductive discourse analysis, the theoretical framework has identified and explained
the global discursive structures that inform the actors on the USE platform, thereby providing a starting
point for this analysis. Although it excludes marginal discourses, it is highly likely that members of the
USE platform follow the discourses already dominant within international environmental governance.
The USE platform, and its members, are embedded within the broader international arena, and
therefore link their policies to these discourses in order to gain legitimacy. A deductive approach is
therefore appropriate for this research as it helps to identify which of these global environmental
discourses are particularly dominant within the USE platform, and which are not or less. As such, the
policies on the platform have been analysed by searching for the five dominant discourses explained in
the theoretical framework. Some of these discourses were promoted often in the policies, thereby
making these discourses dominant within the context of the USE platform. Others were (largely) absent
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within policies, making these discourses marginal within the context of the platform. The use of the
words marginalization and domination throughout this thesis therefore do not refer to a global
domination or marginalization, but rather to the specific context of the USE platform. This thesis can, of
course, not make any inferences about discourses that have been excluded prior to uploading the case
studies on the platform.
The theoretical framework of dominant environmental discourses (section 2.4) thus forms the
foundation for the discourse analysis and enabled the identification of words that are often used by
actors that promote a specific discourse. Table 1 lists these keywords and was used to identify which
discourses are promoted by which actors in the policies they shared on the USE platform as well as by
interviewees. The identification of these keywords is both grounded in the theoretical framework—and
therefore academic literature—and has additionally been verified by John Dryzek, a renowned scholar
in the field of environmental discourse and governance (J. Dryzek, personal communication, January 9,
2021). As such, this discourse analytic framework accounts for a justified link between these keywords
and the according discourses based on academic literature as well as expert verification.
Discourse

Keywords

Sustainable
development

Sustainable; development; renewable energy; civil society; business; innovative;
economic; social; cultural; global; local; regional; long-term; environmental
protection; green regulation; technology investment; trade; flexible;
decentralized; cost-effective; efficient; collaboration; cooperation; sustainable
consumption; future; green growth; distributive justice; public good; progress

Technocratic
Knowledge; expertise; science; management; conservation; control; regulation;
environmentalism impact; advisory; planning; prevention; policy; environmental risk;
administration; organization; resource-intensive infrastructure; study; monitor;
predict
Civic
Participation; participatory; civil; education; inform; consultation; public; public
environmentalism opinion; human right; citizen; social; cultural; local; regional; multi-stakeholder;
bottom-up; inclusion; public-private partnerships
Neoliberal
Open-market; deregulation; private sector; privatization; economic; co-finance;
environmentalism finance; natural resources; licence; market; marketization; market mechanism;
environmental good; manage; cost; incentive; pollution; investment;
technology; property; price; competition; expertise; interest
Green radicalism

Social justice; climate justice; green consciousness; behaviour; green politics;
ecological limits; reflection; reasoning; culture; nature; equality; equity; social
movements; human rights; indigenous people; empower; community;
oppositional politics; social learning; social institutions; collective decisionmaking; global limits; multidimensional

Table 1. Keywords supporting dominant environmental discourses (generated by author).

This analytic framework allowed for the tracing and identifying of the different discourses in a systematic
and transparent manner. Some keywords are general and might seem to be such that they could
correspond to more than one discourse. However, the discourses that relate to these keywords have
been identified based on the identification of a diversity of keywords linking to a particular discourse.
For example, the identification of the keyword ‘sustainable’ alone would not point to the fact that a
sustainable development discourse is promoted. But if multiple keywords are identified throughout a
policy that relate to sustainable development, it is more likely that this policy supports this discourse.
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Keywords are therefore not looked at in isolation but rather in connection to other keywords relating
to the same discourse. Moreover, some words (e.g. expertise, social, cultural and local) are connected
to multiple discourses, yet it is still possible to connect these words to the according discourse by looking
at the interconnectedness to other keywords. Again, discourses are identified based on the keywords
and their interconnection. The list of keywords, however, is non-exhaustive and certain keywords could
therefore be removed or added in further research to identify the same discourses in policies. Especially
because discourses are continuously changing, it is crucial to revise this framework if using it for further
research.
Guided by this discourse analytic framework, the 89 selected case studies and interview transcripts were
analysed linguistically by using the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti. This software has been
selected in order to ensure a more systematic approach to the data analysis process. This software
provides the possibility to search for keywords and assign codes to these findings. First, a keyword
search for each discourse was conducted per case study and interview transcript. All search findings
were then assigned codes according to the discourse belonging to these keywords. In this way each
document was linked to a multiplicity of codes existing out of the five discourses listed in Table 1. For
interview transcripts, codes that linked to something the researcher (i.e. interviewer) had said were
taken out to ensure that the discourse of the interviewee was analysed only. Second, the dominance of
the discourses per document was analysed using ATLAS.ti. Using the ‘code-document table’ an overview
was given of the frequency and diversity with which the keywords of each discourse appeared in each
of the analysed documents. This feature thus gives an insight into the weight of the discursive
components within the USE platform. In case a keywords was attributed to more than one discursive
component, ATLAS.ti identified these overlaps and established to which discourse it connected to most
likely. Third, since each discourse is linked to a different amount of keywords, it would be more likely
that a document would contain more keywords linked to sustainable development than technocratic
environmentalism, merely because of a difference in the amount of keywords. This is why the data was
normalized, meaning that the values for each discourse were adjusted to a common scale by dividing
them by their respective amount of keywords. In this way the probability that each of the discourses
would be found in a document was brought into alignment. Fourth, after the identification of discourses
by the keyword search several documents have been carefully read and analysed in order to confirm
that the discourse identified by the keyword search in fact corresponded to the dominant discourse of
the document. This was especially important in documents in which two or three discourses were
almost equally dominant based on the keyword search. These documents have therefore been checked
by the researcher in order to confirm the discourses identified by the keyword search. Lastly, the results
of this analysis were put into different graphs and diagrams by using Microsoft Excel in order to get a
graphical overview of which discourses have been identified as dominant and marginal within the USE
platform and its community, by which actors these are promoted and how dominance has changed over
time. In this way, ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel have helped to construct a clear overview of which actors
and discourses come forward as shaping urban environmental governance to the greatest extent. These
results can be found in Chapter 4.
Example Discourse Analysis: the Identification of a Dominant Discourse
While each discourse promotes its own approach to climate adaptation and mitigation, discourses are
often overlapping in policies. It is therefore helpful to give an example of how the dominance of a
discourse has been identified in the case studies. This is exemplified by the case study of Valle de Aburrá,
Colombia: “CUIDÁ: vigias ambientales: risk prevention through citizen engagement” (CUIDÁ: Vigias
Ambientales: Risk Prevention through Citizen Engagement, n.d.). In this case study multiple discourses
were found nearly equally dominant as a result of the discourse analysis. Diagram 1 shows that
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technocratic environmentalism and sustainable development have been identified almost equally
dominant. As mentioned earlier, several documents have been checked by the researcher in order to
confirm the discourses identified by the keyword search, and this was one of them.

Diagram 1. Overview identified discursive keywords within case study Valle de Aburrá (generated by author via
ATLAS.ti)

First of all, the title of the case study—risk prevention through citizen engagement—seems to indicate
either a technocratic environmentalist approach due to the focus on risk prevention, or a civic
environmentalist approach due to citizen engagement.11 Furthermore, the main actors involved in the
policy include “the city administration, citizen groups and research institutes”. The stated goal of the
policy is to “implement sustainable emergency prevention strategies in communities that are vulnerable
to natural disasters”. This, again, on the one hand indicates a technocratic environmentalist discourse
due the risk prevention approach to climate adaptation, as well as the inclusion of the city
administration and scientists. On the other hand, the participatory approach to include community
members demonstrates a civic environmentalist discourse.
Furthermore, “the program entails education, monitoring and control of the environmental conditions
of the Aburrá Valley”. This mostly confirms the technocratic environmentalist approach, focusing on
knowledge, monitoring, control of environmental risks. However, the committee that administers this
program is comprised of volunteers, which work collaboratively with government agencies in the
evaluation of risk. Although this shows adherence to technocratic environmentalism, it also established
a more civic environmentalist approach by implementing a collaborative approach and including of
citizen volunteers.
This project furthermore contributes to climate change adaptation by “contributing to sustainable
development”, which would point to a sustainable development discourse. As such, it can be concluded
that this policy indeed shows a mix of technocratic environmentalism, civic environmentalism and
sustainable development. On the one hand, it aims to reduce risk and does so by the involvement of the
city administration and scientists—a predominantly technocratic environmentalist approach. On the
other hand, it promotes the protection of vulnerable communities and the inclusion of these
communities in the project, which indicates a civic environmentalist approach. As one of the goals of
11

The underscored words indicate the keywords that have been identified by discourse analysis. Each
of these words link to a discourse and can be found in Table.
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the project is to contribute to sustainable development, it shows clear links to this discourse as well.
However, when looking more clearly at the policy, the main goal is to manage and reduce the risk that
threatens local communities. This is done by (1) community engagement, (2) monitoring and (3) control
of the environmental conditions and natural resources. The case study furthermore states that “the
CUIDÁ environmental committee’s mission is the recognition of the environmental conditions of the
Aburrá Valley, in order to advance actions of protection, prevention, recovery by monitoring critical
situations that arise”. The main focus points of this project are: knowledge, risk reduction and risk
management. These three are in accordance with technocratic environmentalism, and therefore the
results of the keyword search can be confirmed: technocratic environmentalism is the dominant
discourse legitimating this approach.
To conclude, it is important to emphasize that this example showcases the identification of a dominant
discourse. The absence of keywords relating to a specific discourse would point to their marginalisation.
The identification of marginal discourses is therefore less informative to show by using an example. This
does not mean that it is assumed that the dominance of one discourse automatically lead to the
exclusion of all others. Discourses often interact in policies, and therefore those discourses that could
not be identified in a document are regarded as marginal in this research.

3.4.2 Thematic Analysis
Interview transcripts have furthermore been analysed using a thematic analysis. This analysis was
conducted using ATLAS.ti, with the goal of better understanding the institutional structure, procedures
and principles that guide the platform. This analysis is relevant for identifying how the context of the
platform influences which discourses are promoted. These results can contribute to the identification
of the different dimensions of ideational power, relating to the main research question of how the
identified discourses relate to power. As such, it is complementary to the results of the discourse
analysis, but rather focusing on the context in which these discourses are promoted rather than the
content that promotes them. This thematic analysis entailed that interview transcripts were closely
examined to identify common themes: topics or ideas that come up repeatedly. This analysis was carried
out by: (1) familiarization with content of the transcripts; (2) coding recurrent themes; (3) generating
common themes analysing the codes; (4) reviewing, defining and naming these themes; (5) writing up
analysis of the data. For step 2, 3 and 4 ATLAS.ti was used in order to systematically code the transcripts,
enabling a clear overview of codes and themes. For an overview of codes used for the analysis of
interview transcripts see Annex III. These recurrent themes have been analysed and compared to the
results of the discourse analysis. In this way relevant discursive structures that were context specific to
the case study—and therefore not yet identified in academic literature—could still be identified. The
justification for applying a thematic analysis to interview transcripts alone is based on the fact it is not
a suitable method for the case studies. Each case study is curated and formatted in a uniform manner,
containing information on the same categories,12 thereby making it difficult to identify themes that are
specific to a policy.

3.5 Limitations
Although the abovementioned theoretical and methodological approaches are useful, appropriate tools
for this research that are well thought through, they do pose certain research challenges and limitations.
This section will therefore elaborate on these, provide explanations on how was dealt with those
limitations and provide justifications for the choices where needed.
12

These categories include: background and objectives; implementation; financing and resources;
results and impacts; barriers and conflicts; and lessons learned and transferability (USE, n.d.-a).
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A key limitation of this research was the time constraint in which the data collection and analysis had to
be conducted. The data collection methods outlined above are identified based on a realistic
assessment linking the time constraint to the collection and analysis of data necessary to answer the
research questions. The fact that for this research 15 actors have been interviewed and 89 policies of
72 cities have been analysed might bring up questions as to the quality and depth of analysis. The data
analysis section is therefore as transparent as possible about the ways in which the data has been
analysed. Of course, if more time was available it would have been possible, for example, to investigate
a broader set of discourses. This would have provided a more comprehensive insight into the discursive
diversity on the platform. However, the discourses searched for in the documents are those identified
in academic literature as dominant. Although there naturally are more environmental discourses that
actors can support, it is highly likely that members of the USE platform follow those discourses already
dominant within international environmental governance. The USE platform, and its members, are
embedded within the broader international arena, and therefore think mostly within that context.
Therefore a deductive approach is helpful for this research as it helps to identify which of the discourses
are particularly dominant within city networks (the USE platform), and which are not or less. Although
this method might overlook information or discourses that have not been conceptualised by existing
literature so far, it enables a more systematic and transparent discourse analysis. In order to account
for discursive structures that are specific to the case study of this research and may be overlooked by a
deductive discourse analysis, a thematic analysis was applied to the interview transcripts.
Additional limitations include that this research does not allow for a higher level of abstraction and
generalization of the findings. Yet this single case study generates contextually rich data. The results of
this research can therefore help identify specificities of this case, while at the same time providing new
insights into policy exchange and learning between cities on knowledge-sharing platforms. Despite the
difficulty to generalize these findings, they can be complementary to inferences from large sample
research.
Furthermore, the policies on the USE platform are curated and formatted in a similar fashion, thereby
deleting certain particularities and making it difficult to identify if policies represent the views of the
USE staff that curate the policies or the city who has implemented and shared them. However, the
thematic analysis enabled a better understanding of the institutional rules and principles that influence
the case studies, thereby being able to identify ideational power dimensions. Moreover, the uniform
length and format of case studies is relevant to this research as it enabled a comparison and analysis of
the policies.
Lastly, discourses and power relations are complex systems that are in constant change and might
overlap, making them hard to capture and/or measure (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Carstensen &
Schmidt, 2016; Verona et al., 2018). Actors often support a mix of discourses and this is represented in
the policies they implement. However, there is often one discourse that guides the creation and
implementation of projects and policies. Acknowledging this challenge does not mean that one should
not aim to research discourses, nor that it is irrelevant, but rather that it is important to be aware of
these limitations during the research and critically assess the collected and analysed data. A wellfounded methodology and a systematic data analysis can help overcome these challenges. The methods
of this research are grounded in theory, thereby providing a verified foundation. The methods used in
this research have furthermore been explained in a transparent way. Data analysis has been guided by
the software ATLAS.ti to help track discourses in a more systematic manner, thereby trying to overcome
the aforementioned challenges. Furthermore, when analysing discourses it is important to note that I,
as a scholar, am also embedded in different discursive structures and have a perception of reality of my
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own. Recognizing that there is no value-free, neutral science, but aiming to reflect on and be transparent
about my own assumptions and perceptions—and the way they influence this research—is crucial. By
disclosing these limitations and deliberating on approaches and choices, I hope to increase the chance
that other researchers can utilize and build upon the knowledge that this research will generate. With
these limitations in mind, this research has remained aware of how they may affect research findings
and impact the conclusions that have been based on those findings.
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4. Results
This chapter will explain and elaborate on the empirical results of the data collection and analysis of
case studies and interview transcripts. These results are crucial for answering the main question of this
thesis: “Which environmental discourses can be identified in case studies shared on the Urban
Sustainability Exchange platform and how do these discourses relate to power?” This chapter will first
elaborate on analysis of the case studies: (1) the content and format and (2) the dominant and marginal
discourses and the actors that promote these. Next, it will discuss the analysis of the interview
transcripts: (1) the institutional structure, procedures and principles of the USE platform and (2) the
dominant and marginal discourses.

4.1 Case studies
4.1.1 Content and Format
The USE platform promotes policy exchange and learning by providing public online access to
standardised, up to date and user-friendly information about urban practices, policies and case studies.
All these documents are curated in order to assure a similar quality of care and substantiation as well
as a uniform format and length. Although this research focuses mostly on the linguistic analysis of
discourse, it is also relevant to look at the overall content and format of the case studies, as they may
point to the adherence to a specific discourse or influence discursive structures promoted in the case
study. This section therefore elaborates on the case study content and format. First of all, case studies
are formatted according to the following informational categories (USE, n.d.-a):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

7.
8.

9.
10.

Title (max. 80 characters)
Teaser (max. 140 characters) – short description of project
Summary (max 200 words)
Background and objectives (max 250 words) – local context that led to the initiation of the
project/program/policy and the objectives it needs to achieve for success
Implementation (max 700 words) – main steps involved in the rollout of the
project/program/policy including time frame, methods used, activities undertaken, and
stakeholders involved
Financing and resources (max. 250 words) – public agencies, business, industry, NGOs,
academic institutions, community groups and others who are the project leaders/stakeholders
and the financial commitment and/or resources they provide
Results and impacts (max. 250 words) – statistical data or anecdotal information on results or
impacts achieved for the project/program/policy
Barriers and conflicts (max. 250 words) – barriers or challenges experienced in the
project/program/policy development or implementation; how these were handled and if there
was potential to move challenges forward
Lessons learned and transferability (max. 250 words) – main success factors and further
development that is planned; if the project/program/policy is suitable for other cities
References – links to relevant literature and citations

This means that all case studies are first curated and formatted, and then uploaded containing a similar
length, format and depth of information. On average case studies contain 1500 to 2000 words (3-4
pages), with a maximum of 2175 words. Case studies always include a few pictures of the project on the
top of the document. They furthermore mention the status of the project—whether it is ongoing or
finished. If a project is ongoing, it is indicated in which stage the project currently is. Links to Twitter,
Facebook, LinkedIn and email are provided as well (Picture 1). The case studies provide a concise
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explanation about the factual details of the city that was involved in the project: name, size and
population development, main functions, main industries/business, political structure, administrative
structure and a link to the city website. The case studies are the first entry point to a project, and
therefore a contact person is always provided at the bottom of the document in case someone requires
more information. This contact person is often the content manager of the platform, and sometimes it
includes a local contact person that was engaged in the project itself. This function is especially relevant
for individuals interested in gaining more information on a specific policy. Furthermore, each case study
indicates to which SDGs it is linked to as well as which international awards for urban sustainability it
has received (Picture 2). This demonstrates that all cases are implemented to promote positive
sustainable change at the local level. By linking case studies to the SDGs, relevant case studies can easily
be found by searching for specific SDGs.

Picture 1. Example case study, including: picture of the project;
status; links to twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and email; location
and main actors (extracted from the USE platform).

Picture 2. Example case study, including: links to
SDGs and
international awards for urban sustainability (extracted from the
USE platform).

In general, the case studies give a comprehensive overview of local projects. All the information
published on the platform is curated, verified and linked to specific themes,13 thereby making this
information legitimate and accessible to a broad group of actors. The cases describe all relevant
information, but in a concise way by focusing mostly on practical information such as facts and figures.
It is therefore a general introduction into a project. Furthermore, the case studies are presented in a
modern way, including infographics and interactive headers that reveal more information once they are
clicked on. In this way readers get an even better overview of the project, albeit shorter. See Annex IV
for an example of a case study published on the USE platform.

4.1.2 Discourses
The data gathered on the USE platform—89 case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation—has
been analysed using a discourse analysis. A textual analysis of these documents—using the software
ATLAS.ti—enabled the identification of dominant and marginal discourses, the actors promoting these
discourses and changes in discursive dominance over time. The discourses searched for in the case
13

This research focuses only on those case studies linked to themes of climate adaptation and
mitigation.
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studies include: sustainable development, technocratic environmentalism, neoliberal
environmentalism, civic environmentalism and green radicalism. This section explains which discourses
and actors come forward as shaping urban environmental governance to a great or lesser extent.
Dominant Discourses
First, as shown by Graph 1, the most dominant discourse promoted in the case studies is found to be
civic environmentalism. 41 out of 89 case studies promoted civic environmentalism as a legitimate
approach in climate adaptation and mitigation policy, whereas green radicalism was not found to be
dominant in any of the 89 case studies. Graph 1 depicts the number of case studies in which each
discourse was found as dominant. Per discourse, a total number of case studies is given, consisting out
of a classification per continent. This means that, for example, the discourse of sustainable development
has been found as dominant in three case studies of cities located in Latin America as well as in three
case studies of cities located in North America, while in 12 case studies of cities located in Europe. In
fact, sustainable development was found as the second most dominant discourse among the case
studies. In 25 out of the 89 analysed case studies sustainable development was found as the dominant
discourse. Furthermore, technocratic environmentalism is dominant in 21 out of 89 cases. In many
documents the discourses of sustainable development and civic environmentalism were nearly equally
present, with only a slight difference in representation. So although civic environmentalism is the
dominant discourse, sustainable development appears as almost equally dominant.
Graph 2 depicts the dominance of discourses in case studies over time. This graph is based on the year
in which the projects of the case studies have started. Many of these projects are still ongoing, but the
starting date reflects the time in which it is certain that the project was considered a legitimate approach
to climate adaptation and mitigation. As shown by Graph 2, civic environmentalism has been found as
a constant dominant discourse over time. Only in the period between 2005 and 2009 sustainable
development and civic environmentalism are equally dominant—each being dominant in 8 case studies,
out of a total of 22 within that period. A big change is observed in the period between 2010 and 2014,
when civic environmentalism gains traction and sustainable development remains at an equal level.
Technocratic environmentalism and sustainable development are at an equal level in the period from
2010 to 2019. Both of these discourses do not fluctuate greatly in dominance over the years, staying at
a similar level—between the 5 and 10 case studies per period. This means that although the amount of
case studies may increase, the amount of case studies in which technocratic environmentalism and
sustainable development are dominant remain at an equal level. This is different from civic
environmentalism which increases in dominance until 2014. In the period from 2015 to 2019 civic
environmentalism continues to be dominant, but is relatively less dominant. In this period a decrease in
the number of published case studies can be observed; from a total of 40 published case studies
between 2010 and 2014 to a total of 18 published case studies between 2015 and 2019. This decline in
dominance could be due to the fact that the USE platform aims to upload projects that have already
been implemented, so that relevant information can be shared about policy learnings. As the
implementation of a policy generally takes a few years, it would make sense that policies from the period
between 2015 and 2019 will continue to be uploaded in the coming years. This does mean, however,
that most of the results are derived from projects that have started implementation in the period
between 2010 and 2014.
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Graph 1. Dominant discourses in case studies per continent (generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft
Excel)
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Graph 2. Dominant discourses in case studies over time (generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel)

Marginal Discourses
Graph 3 depicts the number of case studies in which a discourse was found marginal. This means that
these discourses have not at all, or to a small extent, been represented in the case studies. It is thus the
discourse of which least keywords have been identified in the text of the case study. Graph 3 shows that
the discourse of green radicalism is marginalized, followed by neoliberal environmentalism. In fact, in
66 out of 89 case studies green radicalism was identified as the marginal discourse—meaning that this
perspective of climate change was fully or mostly absent from these 66 case studies—as opposed to 20
out of 89 case studies in which neoliberal environmentalism was identified as the marginalized
discourse. The number of case studies in which neoliberal environmentalism was marginal, is more than
three times as low as green radicalism. As such, it is clear that green radicalism is the marginal discourse
across the majority of case studies and actors, and therefore approaches representing this discourse
are largely absent among case studies of climate adaptation and mitigation on the USE platform. Lastly,
Graph 3 shows that civic environmentalism and sustainable development were not identified as a
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marginal discourse in any of the analysed case studies, thereby confirming the legitimacy these
discourses enjoy on the USE platform and among its members.
Graph 4 shows that green radicalism is found to be the marginal discourse over time, and that the ratio
between the different discourses remain constant over the years. In the period 2010 to 2014 neoliberal
environmentalism was the marginal discourse in 7 case studies, while green radicalism was identified as
marginal in 32 documents, and technocratic environmentalism in only 1. As opposed to the dominant
discourses, that were almost equally dominant, these findings confirm that green radicalism clearly is
the discourse that is excluded from the platform. It furthermore shows that civic environmentalism and
sustainable development are absent from this graph, thereby (again) confirming their general
dominance among members of the USE platform.
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Graph 3. Marginal discourses in case studies per continent (generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft
Excel)
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Graph 4. Marginal discourses in case studies over time (generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel)

Actors
The case studies have not only been analysed based on the discourse they promote, but also based on
the actors that implemented these policies. Graphs 1 and Graph 3 already showed that cities from
Europe and Asia shared the majority of the case studies. Cities located in Africa, Australia and North
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America are not represented in large numbers, showing that the identified discourses to a large extent
represent the approaches of USE members located in Europe and Asia. This is further supported by data
represented in Graph 5 and 6. Graph 5 shows the amount of shared case studies per continent and the
dominance of discourses within each continent. Graph 6 shows the countries with the highest amount
of shared case studies and the dominance of discourses within each country.14 It was found that Europebased actors have shared the most case studies, by far. These actors have shared 42 case studies out of
the 89 analysed. It is not surprising that this is reflected in the country that has shared the most case
studies: Germany. Noteworthy is that the USE platform has been initiated by the city of Berlin, which
has shared a total of 5 case studies over the period between 2008 and 2018. A total of 5 shared case
studies is relatively high, seeing as in total 89 case studies have been analysed that have been shared
by 73 different cities. The only other city that has shared this amount of case studies is Seoul, which has
shared 5 case studies in the period from 2003 to 2012. As such, Seoul and Berlin have shared the highest
amounts of case studies within the group of selected and analysed case studies. Together, these cities
have shared 10 case studies—an amount that is higher than the total amount of case studies shared by
all cities located within the continents of Africa and Australia, which together shared only 6 (Graph 5).
Additionally, 6 out of the 11 countries that shared the most case studies are located in Europe, with
only 1 country from Latin America, 1 from Asia, 2 from North America and none from Africa (Graph 6).
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Graph 5. Amount of case studies per continent and the dominance of discourses within them (generated by
author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel)

14

The choice to group cities together in terms of the continents and countries they are located in is
based on the fact that with a total of 89 case studies—uploaded by a total of 73 different cities that
come from 38 different countries—it is difficult to give an overview of where case studies are coming
from based on all countries or individual city actors. Such an overview would merely become a long list
of actors and therefore not very telling. Therefore Graph 6 and Graph 8 depicts those countries and
cities that share most case studies, to give a more specific insight into the countries are most dominant
among the analysed case studies, rather than listing all actors.
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Graph 6. Countries with highest amount of shared case studies and the dominance of discourses within them
(generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel)

Graph 7 shows the dominance of each discourse in relation to the amount of case studies shared per
continent. For example, it demonstrates that in 100% case studies shared—3 in total—by cities located
in Australia, civic environmentalism was the dominant discourse identified. It furthermore shows that
civic environmentalism is the dominant discourse in many cities located in the Australia, Asia and
Europe. Moreover, sustainable development is mostly promoted by cities from Latin and North America,
while civic environmentalism is largely absent in case studies from Latin America. Interestingly, the
discourse of sustainable development is almost equally important in most continents, ranging from
about 20% to 50% in all continents except for Australia. This shows that although this discourse is not
dominant in the majority of case studies shared, it is a steady source of influence that might not be
obvious but is in effect there. This finding is in line with the discourses found in the case studies and
interviews.
Graph 6 already showed that Germany is the country with the highest amount of shared cases. Graph 8
depicts the 9 cities that have shared most case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation on the USE
platform and the discourses that have been identified as dominant in those case studies. It shows that
Seoul and Berlin are dominant actors, both largely promoting a civic environmentalist approach. Besides
sharing many case studies, the city of Berlin is the founder of the platform as well, and 3 out of 8 staff
members work for the city of Berlin. The fact that the city of Berlin also held the presidency in Metropolis
from 2018 until the end of 2020 shows its power to influence the discourses promoted on the USE
platform.
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(generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel)

4.2 Interview Transcripts
This section will elaborate on the results of the thematic analysis and discourse analysis of the interview
transcripts. For this thesis a total of 15 interviews have been conducted with staff members, community
members and partner organisations of the USE platform (see Annex I for an anonymized list of
interviewees). The thematic analysis identified recurrent themes that came forward during interviews,
those of which most related to the institutional structure, procedures and principles of the USE platform
(see Annex III for a list of identified codes). The discourse analysis of the interview transcripts enabled
the identification of dominant and marginal discourses among interviewees. This section will elaborate
on these findings by first discussing the results of the thematic analysis and second those of the
discourse analysis.
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4.2.1 Institutional Structure, Procedures and Principles
Institutional Structure
The USE platform is understood as the context in which its members interact and influence each other’s
behaviour. The institutional structure is an important factor regulating the content and conduct of the
platform—deciding which discourses and actors are included or excluded. As such, this section will
elaborate on the structures that have been identified through semi-structured interviews. Figure 3 maps
out the institutional structure of the USE platform. The striped arrows lead to boxes explaining which
actors make up which groups, while straight lines represent hierarchical connections between those
different groups and individual actors.

Figure 3. Institutional structure of the USE platform (generated by author)

On the website of the platform it is mentioned that “USE is a Metropolis initiative, led and co-funded by
the city of Berlin. It is supported by the Institute for Culture and Society at Western Sydney University”
(USE, n.d.-b). This means that, first of all, the USE platform is a Metropolis initiative. Metropolis is a city
network with the goal to understand how large urban agglomerations are being governed, regardless
of the different institutional structures (Interview 4). The network is formed by its members (141 in
total), meaning that the members take the lead on initiatives and projects. This was also the case in the
development of the USE platform, which was initiated by the city of Berlin—a member of Metropolis—
in 2014 (Interview 4, 8, 9). The USE platform benefits from the funding it receives from Metropolis, as
well as from its network of 141 cities. Many city members of Metropolis have also become members of
the USE platform (67 out of 141) and a few share their policies on the platform as well (Interview 4). As
such, the USE platform aims to contribute to Metropolis’ goal of better understanding metropolitan
governance and supporting urban diplomacy and governance worldwide.
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Second, the city of Berlin plays a central role in the platform as its the co-founder and 3 out of 8 staff
members work for the city of Berlin. The fact that the city of Berlin also held the presidency in Metropolis
from 2018 until the end of 2020 shows its power to influence decision making (Interview 4). Although
the mayor of Berlin stopped holding the presidency after 2020, he is still involved in political decisions
of the city network (Interview 4). Together with Metropolis, the city of Berlin was the first actor that
decided on the guiding principles of the platform, thereby creating the foundational discursive structure
of the platform and proposing certain discourses on how to deal with sustainability.
Third, the Institute for Culture and Society at WSU is the key academic partner of the platform that fulfils
a supporting role. It provides academic research and principles that guide the content and strategy of
the platform. As such, it is involved in the strategic development and operability of the platform
(Interview 9, 10). It does so through the Circles of Social Life project, which promotes the Circles of
Sustainability approach as a practical tool for creating sustainable cities and communities (Interview 9,
10). Notably, WSU has developed principles to guide cities to enact a project, thereby promoting
collaborative urban practice (Interview 10). This approach suggests that sustainability can be cultural,
political, ecological or economic (Interview 9). It challenges existing approaches to sustainability, arguing
that these approaches are problematic because they treat economics and environment as domains
outside of social life, and characterize ecology as an externality (Interview 9). Furthermore, as shown in
Figure 3, two members of WSU are also present within the USE team: one in the editorial team and one
in the project management team. As such, WSU and the USE team do not operate in a silo, but rather
in a close collaboration. On the website of the USE platform, WSU is also mentioned as one of its partner
organisations (USE, n.d.-b). On the one hand, this is confusing as it is not exactly clear what its role is
within the platform: is it a partner organisation, supporting and academic partner or part of the staff?
However, on the other hand it confirms the relevance of this organisation within the platform, showing
its presence in three different institutional groups.
Fourth, the team that manages the platform is the staff. The USE team is made up out of 7 people in
total, out of which 5 were interviewed for this research. The team consists of two parts: editorial and
project management. Both teams are made up out of staff from the city of Berlin, Metropolis (main
office based in Barcelona) and WSU (based in Sydney). Offices and personnel are thus spread out over
Europe (Germany and Spain) and Australia. The project management team supervises the platform and
decides on its strategies. The editorial team manages content, including curation of the case studies and
upkeep of relationships with the USE community. There are two staff members that curate and edit the
case studies, one of whom is paid by the Senate Chancellery of the city of Berlin and the other whom is
paid by Western Sydney University.
Fifth, the USE community is made up out of city-makers: an array of actors including city officials,
practitioners, academics, civil society, partner organizations and many more (Interview 8, 13). Currently
the platform has a membership base of 504 city-makers, that come from every part of the world (USE,
n.d.-b).15 Registration as a member is free of cost and the database with case studies is available to
everyone—including actors that are not registered as a member. The messaging service—contacting
another community member via the platform—can be used by anyone who has registered on the
platform. Although in theory anyone can become a member, in practice there are two requirements: a
connection to internet and knowledge of English or access to a translator. Those who want to publish a
case study on the platform need to possess the resources and time to write up a case study, have access

15

This is the amount of members as of 21/03/2021.
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to the information of the project in question and have certain level of knowledge about sustainability
and the SDGs (Interview 13).
There are three ways in which the USE community can use the platform: consuming content, sharing
content and/or networking. First, interview data shows that the platform is mainly used for consuming
content found in the case study database, thereby staying up to date on current developments within
the field of urban sustainability (Interview 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 14, 15). They use the project database to find
inspiration and information on specific topics. Many interviewees mentioned that they do not intend to
replicate projects, but rather look for inspiration and if possible adapt it to a local context (Interview 1,
2, 7, 11, 14, 15). Second, data shows that only a small portion of the community shares their projects or
policies in the form of case studies (Interview 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 11, 12, 14, 15). Sharing case studies on the
platform functions as a way for cities and organisations to promote their projects and profile their city
or organisation by giving it more visibility (Interview 2). At the same time, the process of writing up a
case study also serves as a process of evaluation or analysis of the project (Interview 2, 11). Although
the platform offers translation services as well as advice on how to link the project with the SDGs, case
study data shows that the majority of case studies are shared by cities based in Europe (42 out of 89
analysed cases)—indicating that language barriers might play a role. Only 2 out of the 6 interviewed
community members have shared their projects on the platform, with the goal of contributing to policy
learning and profiling for their cities (Interview 1, 12). They believe that these projects can help others
that face similar problems. These interviewees explained that the cities or city organisations that they
worked for managed their information well, and that it was therefore relatively easy to gather the
required information for the case study. One out of two got approached by another city that was
interested in implementing a similar project. It was, however, challenging to explain and contextualize
the information in order to make it relevant for those cities (Interview 1). In the end it is difficult for
cities to take out the relevant knowledge, lessons and approaches from a case study, and be aware of
what will work in their context. As there is a global membership, there are considerable differences in
administration management, political and legal systems, etc. and this has consequences for policy
transfer (Interview 4, 15). This challenge does not mean, however, that it is insignificant to share this
knowledge, as it can bring about positive impacts (e.g. inspiration). Third, although multiple staff
members regard the community network as central to the platform, interview data shows that
community members rarely interact with one another (Interview 1, 2, 15, 11). However, since the
platform organizes the information in a systematic manner, displays a diversity of projects and includes
extensive search options, community members often use it to search for experts or projects in a
particular region or topic. Interviewees mentioned that they regard the platform as a useful tool to
search for experts in a specific field in case they are organizing a congress and are looking for a speaker
for example (Interview 6, 7, 14). It furthermore provides an opportunity to promote ones’ work, in the
case of freelancers for example (Interview 7, 15). This means that most community members only use
the platform with a specific goal in mind: finding an expert or project on a specific topic or implemented
in a particular region or city. Overall, data shows that out of the 6 interviewed community members,
only 1 uses the platform on a regular basis. Most of them, however, rarely use it. One of the biggest
obstacles to more frequent use of the platform is the limited capacity and time of city-makers. The main
way in which they do interact with the platform is through the newsletter and update emails which are
sent when a new case study is published. The majority of interviewees found these emails to be
informative, but not enough to spark more active engagement with the platform itself.
Lastly, a global network of partner organisations is connected to the platform. These include: WSU,
Apolitical, Localizing the SDGs, C40 Cities Finance Facility, Seoul Solution, Connective Cities, Sustainable
Cities Collaboratory, Covenant of Mayors—Europe, UCLG Learning, and World Urban Campaign. These
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are organisations that are dedicated to promote innovative actions taken by local governments, citymakers and civil societies. These partnerships have been set up in order to exchange content between
the different organisations with similar goals, so that there is collaboration rather than competition. It
helps to avoid the creation of parallel structures and work in a collaborative way. At the same time it
allows the platform to extends its reach and establish itself in the international arena (Interview 10, 13).
These partnerships can increase the platform’s relevance by increasing content. Out of the 10 partner
organisations, 5 representatives have been interviewed. Interview data shows that these partnerships
are often inactive. Two out of the five partner organisations interviewed mentioned they are not in
contact with the USE platform, nor exchange content. One interviewee mentioned that his organisation
has its own information repository and that they “rather upload it there one time than that we have to
do it everywhere” (Interview 11). Another interviewee mentioned that it is more of a ‘legacy
partnership’, functioning to broaden each other’s communities rather than active collaboration to
exchange policies (Interview 3). The three remaining interviewed partner organisations use the platform
regularly and found the collaboration valuable, having contact with the staff of the USE platform on a
regular basis and frequently sharing case studies (Interview 8, 9, 14). Especially the Sustainable Cities
Collaboratory (SCC) and WSU play a relevant role. The SCC works with some cities on the
implementation of projects, which are later shared on the USE platform. Although it has only worked
together with six cities so far, the organisation developed a series of principles to guide how cities can
enact a project (Interview 9). As such, among the cities they collaborate with they have quite a big
influence on how an issue is approached and a policy implemented. Noteworthy as well is that most of
these partner organisations are based in European countries, except for WSU (Australia), World Urban
Campaign (Kenya) and Seoul Solutions (South Korea).16
Institutional Procedures
There are several procedures that are central to the USE platform and are decisive for the content that
is uploaded. These mostly relate to content selection and curation of the case studies. First, the USE
staff applies several content selection criteria in order to assure relevance of the case studies for the
platform. These include: (1) the project has to be implemented in a city with at least 100.000
inhabitants; (2) the project has to serve the interests of both the city and the citizens; (3) the project
should be innovative; (4) the project should provide practical and/or policy lessons; and (5) the project
should have the potential to be adoptable in other cities (USE, n.d.-a). Preferably the project has already
finished, so impacts and results can be explained better. These criteria are, however, not strictly
enforced. For example, if a project was not implemented by the city itself, the project can still be
selected in case it is a project that a city could replicate. Albeit, the municipal government always has
to be involved in the project in order for it to be uploaded on the USE platform. Moreover, the projects
need to be connected to the topic of sustainability. As the platform maintains a broad definition of
sustainability, linking it to culture, politics, economy and ecology, projects can address one or more of
these areas of sustainability. As such, there are no strict criteria or limits as to the content of the project;
any project working along the lines of sustainability can be published on the platform (Interview 13).
The only case in which a project cannot be published is if there is a lack of information. If this is the case,
contact persons will first be asked to provide more content. If one of the information categories is
lacking, it cannot be published (interview 10, 13). Overall, interviews have shown that most case studies
16

Partner organisations are based in: WSU – Australia; Apolitical – UK; Localizing the SDGs – Belgium;
C40 Cities Finance Facility – Germany; Seoul Solution – South Korea; Connective Cities – Germany;
Sustainable Cities Collaboratory – Germany; Covenant of Mayors—Europe – Belgium; UCLG Learning –
Spain; World Urban Campaign – Kenya (USE, n.d.-b).
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are accepted to be published on the platform if they broadly comply with the selection criteria
(Interview 12, 13).
Second, city profiles and project descriptions in case studies are curated before publication on the
platform. Curation ensures a similar quality of care and substantiation of the case studies: all contain a
similar length, information on all of the aforementioned information categories and are written in
English. Although curating mostly focuses on grammar and formatting, it simultaneously functions as a
way to verify the information (Interview 4). Moreover, any promotion, opinion or ideological statements
are deleted from the text, and the text is curated to focus on practical and neutral information without
losing the cultural context of the project (Interview 10, 13). However, effective policy in one context is
often dependent upon many factors, which are not always evident to the curators (interview 15). Cities
themselves also often do not realize what is particular about their own context, and similarly it is
challenging for curators to know every local background. Translating technical knowledge into
knowledge products such as case studies requires skills and knowledge in order to make it
understandable to the public and create lessons for others on how to conduct similar projects. As such,
curating can be time consuming and challenging (Interview 11). If authors of case studies fail to make
tacit knowledge about processes of the project explicit, then sharing the information will most likely not
lead to any action by other cities. Although staff members are in charge of curation, it constitutes an
interactive process in which cities are engaged as well. Interviews do not show how long this process
takes on average, but do confirm that it can be a lengthy process due to back and forth communication
(Interview 14).
Lastly, the USE platform does not apply membership criteria, meaning that the platform is open to
anyone having access to internet and knowledge of English. Ultimately, the USE platform does not
appear to maintain any strict rules and criteria in its institutional procedures.
Institutional Principles
Within the USE platform several principles guide conduct among members and content that is
published. From the interviews with the USE staff it became clear that the rebranding of the platform
was an important turning point in the principles that guide its strategy (Interview 8). The platform was
launched in 2014 as the Policy Transfer Platform. After a few years, the staff found this name did not
reflect the goals of the platform anymore. Policy transfer focuses on the dissemination of policies and
not so much on collaboration through knowledge exchange (Interview 8). At the time, members were
called ‘experts’ and although the platform was open to the broader public, the threshold was too high
for a diverse array of actors to participate. This changed when the platform was rebranded to the Urban
Sustainability Exchange Platform. The focus shifted from policy transfer to policy learning and
collaboration (Interview 8). Multiple staff members mentioned that the platform is not only a database
of information about projects, but also functions as a catalyst: a starting point for the development of
new projects and partnerships. It does not only facilitate sharing knowledge, but also promotes
collaboration (Interview 9, 13). This collaboration happens within the community of the platform, which
is made up out of practitioners, academics, mayors, civil society, and whoever else interested. Members
are now called ‘city-makers’ instead of ‘experts’, and the platform became accessible for civil society
and practitioners from around the world, broadening their membership base (Interview 8). This means
that the platform does not enforce any membership criteria whatsoever; anyone can register if having
access to internet and knowledge of English.
Although the USE community consists of a broad array of actors, the goal is to find common aspects
regardless of the diverse institutional frameworks members are situated in. Sharing policies can be
helpful regardless of the local context. The platform acknowledges these different contexts and
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frameworks, but focuses on the fact that cities and urban areas face similar challenges (Interview 4, 13).
Challenges related to air quality, housing and mobility, among others (Interview 1). It aims to facilitate
exchange on how to deal with these challenges by offering all information about urban sustainability
projects in a database that is open to a broad audience (Interview 10). Community members were of
the opinion that the main purpose of the platform nowadays is to function as inspiration for cities to
implement innovative and sustainable projects. The platform is unusual in focussing on balancing
expertise with user-friendly, accessible language. The aim is that the diversity of current urban
development can be read by urban citizens everywhere (Interview 10). Staff members of the platform
often mentioned that they hope the projects can be copied by others, or serve as a template for others
to adapt to their context (Interview 9, 10, 13). As mentioned earlier, each case study contains a section
on ‘lessons learned and transferability’, showing the influence of the Policy Transfer Platform. In
contrast, community members and partner organisations of the platform mentioned that the goal is not
replicability of policies, but rather inspiring and motivating others (Interview 1, 2, 7, 11, 14, 15).
Furthermore, as explained earlier, WSU is the academic partner of the platform and is engaged in the
strategic development and operability of the platform through its Circles of Sustainability framework.
As the platform recognizes the “extremely valuable inputs of the academic community”, it is not
surprising that WSU and its approach play a central role in the platform (Interview 4). Although the
influence of academia and the Circles of Sustainability approach might not be evident when analysing
the case studies or the platform in itself, one of the staff members mentioned that “although you won’t
see it strongly, effectively all of our work is built around that framework” (Interview 9). This means that
much of the work is grounded in academic principles of sustainability in the broadest sense of the word:
economic, political, cultural and ecological sustainability. The Circles of Sustainability framework rejects
the way in which the economy often rules the ways in which sustainability is understood, and that the
environment often is considered an externality within sustainability. It tries to move beyond a metricbased understanding of our impact on the environment, putting humans inside the ecology of the planet
rather than outside (Interview 9). Hereby it rethinks the dominant paradigms of growth, economics and
environmental externalities..
Although institutional procedures and the rules related to them are not strictly enforced, principles that
guide the platform show to exert more influence over the content that is uploaded. All work on the
platform effectively is guided by the Circles of Sustainability approach, and therefore a broad definition
of sustainability is upheld on the platform. This has led to a diversity of urban sustainability policies on
the platform, ranging from issues related to gender equality to mobility. In general, importance is given
to academic, practical and neutral knowledge in case studies and in general on the platform. And lastly,
the platform shows that collaboration is crucial to the promotion urban sustainability. It is not just a
matter of collecting projects and presenting them in a database, but also stimulating connections
between the community.

4.2.2 Discourses
Interview transcripts have also been analysed using ATLAS.ti, generating results based on the same
deductive approach applied to the case studies. The patterns of dominant and marginal discourses in
the interview transcripts are similar to those of the case studies (Graph 9). Green radicalism is marginal
in most interviews (8 out of 15), followed by neoliberal environmentalism (5 out of 15). Technocratic
environmentalism has been found the dominant discourse in 8 out of 15 interviews. Although
technocratic environmentalism is the dominant discourse in the interview transcripts—as opposed to
civic environmentalism in the case studies—civic environmentalism is the second most dominant (6 out
of 15). It was found that technocratic environmentalism was especially dominant among the USE staff
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and partner organisations, while civic environmentalism among the USE community. Sustainable
development is not strongly present nor absent—being dominant in 1 out of 15 interviews and marginal
in none—which is a big difference from the case studies in which sustainable development is a quite
dominant discourse. This difference could be explained by the fact that each case study is linked to the
SDGs, thereby each one already being connected to the sustainable development discourse.
Diagram 2 gives an overview of dominant discourses in interview transcripts and case studies combined.
It clearly demonstrates that civic environmentalism is the overall dominant discourse (47 times);
followed by technocratic environmentalism (29 times) and sustainable development (26 times). It
furthermore shows that neoliberal environmentalism is a marginal discourse, as it was only found
dominant in 2 documents. Green radicalism is excluded from this diagram as it was not found to be
dominant in any document.
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Graph 9. Marginal and dominant discourses per interview (generated by author via ATLAS.ti and Microsoft Excel)

Diagram 2. Overview dominant discourses in interview transcripts and case studies (generated by author via
ATLAS.ti)
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5. Discussion
This chapter evaluates and compares the results in light of the theoretical framework in order to answer
the research questions. It builds on the results of the discourse analysis and thematic analysis to identify
which discourses have become institutionalized, by whom and how these relate to ideational power. As
such, this chapter will first answer the three sub-questions, the answers of which serve as a foundation
to answer the main research question.
Sub-question 1: Which environmental discourses are supported in case studies on climate adaptation
and mitigation shared on the USE platform?
Results show that three out of five discourses from the theoretical framework are dominant on the USE
platform. Discourses of civic environmentalism, technocratic environmentalism and sustainable
development are promoted in the case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation, while neoliberal
environmentalism and green radicalism are largely absent. This means that climate change issues are
mostly approached from a perspective supporting one of these dominant discourses. Civic
environmentalism perspectives promote a participatory approach by including a broad array of actors.
Technocratic environmentalist perspectives focus on scientific knowledge, the inclusion of experts and
a minimalization of environmental risk. And lastly, a sustainable development perspective focuses on
the achievement of economic growth that is both socially just and environmentally benign. These
discourses are regarded as legitimate approaches to climate change within the context of the USE
platform and actors that support these have power through ideas (i.e. power to influence the political
agenda).
Discourses that have come to be regarded as invalid on the USE platform are green radicalism and
neoliberal environmentalism. These discourses are largely absent in the case studies on climate
adaptation and mitigation shared on the platform, showing that community members and/or the USE
staff do not regard them as legitimate, desirable and feasible approaches to urban sustainability. As
environmental governance is partly shaped by discourse, the absence of these discourses show their
lack of influence on the urban environmental policies of the USE community. Furthermore, the
marginalisation of green radicalism points to the exclusion of approaches that critique the status quo.
This means that processes of critique and resistance are weakened by the exclusion of discourses such
as green radicalism, while support to the political economic system might be strengthened. Since the
dominant discourses of civic environmentalism, technocratic environmentalism and sustainable
development accept the international political economy as it is, it is not surprising that more critical
approaches are excluded or avoided in order to protect existing institutional setups.
The dominant discourses engage with one another in the context of the platform. On the one hand they
shape the structure in which different actors operate, while on the other hand actors have the capacity
to contest and influence which discourses are dominant on the platform, for example by sharing case
studies. Results of this research show that the dominance of these discourses partly derives from actors
sharing case studies, and partly from the platforms’ institutional structure and principles. For example,
technocratic environmentalism seems to be in line with institutional principles of the old version of the
platform: the Policy Transfer Platform, while civic environmentalism is in line with the current version
of the platform: Urban Sustainability Exchange Platform. The rebranding the platform indicates a shift
in discourse, showing the capacity of the USE staff to influence the legitimacy and dominance of the
discourses promoted on the platform. The staff emphasizes that the platform does not only promote
the transfer of information from one place to another, but that it opens up this information for everyone
in order to learn from each other. Thereby forming a community not only of experts, but of city-makers.
As such it focuses more on inclusion and policy mobility, rather than on exporting a blueprint for a
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project from one place to another. Civic environmentalism can thus be found in the accessibility of the
platform; there are no strict membership criteria. Technocratic environmentalism can be found in the
value given to scientific and practical knowledge (facts and figures) within the case studies, and their
focus on policy transfer. Interview data further indicates that the USE staff largely upholds a
technocratic perspective, while community members mostly promote a civic one in the case studies
they share.
With regards to sustainable development, although it is not dominant in the majority of case studies
analysed nor in the interview transcripts, it is still a steady source of influence. By linking each case study
to the SDGs, this discourse is present in each and every case study to some extent, thereby linking each
local project to international development goals. Furthermore, as the Circles of Sustainability framework
promotes a sustainable development approach to urban sustainability, it shows the relevance of this
discourse throughout not only the case studies, but also the institutional structure of the platform and
its guiding principles. On the one hand this shows the capacity of the USE staff to promote these
discourses, by embedding them in the principles of the platform as well as the format of the case
studies. On the other hand, the clear link to the global development agenda highlights the
embeddedness of the platform and the staff itself within the international political arena. Although the
staff promotes these discourses on the platform, they might do so because they have been persuaded
due to the legitimacy they enjoy in the international arena. By promoting these discourses, the platform
can gain international recognition and relevance. This explains how city actors and staff do not only
promote environmental discourses within the context of the USE platform, but the USE platform itself
is located within the international political arena, which in turn shapes the agenda of the platform itself.
As such, the promotion of these three environmental discourses may be partly due to international
discursive structures the platform operates in, which constrain which policies are considered politically
viable. However, discursive institutionalism takes on an actor-oriented approach, arguing that actors
are able to (re)construct the discursive structures by which they are constrained or determined
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). Since the USE community is made up of a diversity of actors that are
located in different parts of the world, it is surprising that discourses such as green radicalism and
neoliberal environmentalism are largely absent from the platform. Sub-question 2 will therefore
elaborate on the actors that promote these discourses on the platform.
Sub-question 2: Which actors promote which discourses on the USE platform?
Results show that the actors that are most active on the platform—in the form of sharing case studies—
are based in Asia and Europe. Cities located in Asia and Europe together shared 64 out of the 89
documents analysed, while those located in Africa and Australia together only shared 6. German cities
have shared most case studies than those of any other country, while Berlin and Seoul are the cities that
have shared more case studies than any other city. Both Berlin and Seoul promote a civic
environmentalist approach in the majority of their case studies. These results indicate that the identified
dominant discourses are largely regarded legitimate among USE community members located in Europe
and Asia, while not necessarily being supported by city members from other continents. Although it
cannot be concluded that these discourses are dominant among the USE community members located
in Africa, Latin and North America and Australia, cities located in Asia and Europe can still influence
other actors’ beliefs by sharing their projects on the platform. It can be argued that actors such as Seoul
and Berlin share many case studies in order to affect beliefs of legitimate environmental policy, meaning
that they exert power through and over ideas.
Besides sharing case studies, the city of Berlin plays a central role in the platform as its the founder and
three out of eight staff members work for the city of Berlin. The fact that the city of Berlin also held the
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presidency in Metropolis from 2018 until the end of 2020 shows its power to influence decision making
(Interview 4). Metropolis is an association that is governed by a board of directors made up out of the
political representatives of its members. Although the mayor of Berlin stopped holding the presidency
after 2020, he is still involved in political decisions of the city network (Interview 4). Together with
Metropolis, the city of Berlin founded the platform. They were the first actors that decided on the
guiding principles, thereby creating the foundational discursive structure of the platform and proposing
certain discourses on how to deal with sustainability. Actors working for the city of Berlin or Metropolis
can therefore be regarded as the ones that do not actively promote discourses, but have created the
structure in which some discourses are embraced while others excluded.
Furthermore, partner organisations indirectly influence content on the platform by creating guiding
principles for the implementation and curation of policies. Although the results show that most
(interviewed) partner organisations are not actively engaged in the platform, a few partner
organisations are active and promote specific discourses. WSU has created the Circles of Sustainability
framework, which has become a guiding framework for the platform and has therefore resulted in the
exclusion of approaches that are not in line with that framework. This framework applies a broad
definition of sustainability, linking it to its ecological, economic, cultural and political components.
Therefore this framework positions itself within a sustainable development approach, which also calls
for a linkage between different areas of sustainability. As explained earlier, the platform and its partner
organisations are situated within the international political arena. It is therefore not surprising that they
adhere to an international environmental discourse such as sustainable development that has been
integrated with the global development agenda in the form of the SDGs. Although it might not be
apparent that all partner organisations play a large role on the platform, the indirect influence of the
Circles of Sustainability framework does have a considerable effect on which approaches to
sustainability are legitimated—thereby making the partner institution that have created this framework
(i.e. WSU) quite influential. Furthermore, the SCC has used this framework as a guide when working
together with cities to implement a policy, which are also published on the USE platform. Although it
has only worked together with six cities so far, they have used the Circles of Sustainability framework
and developed a series of principles themselves to guide cities in the implementation of a project
(Interview 9). As such, among the cities they collaborate with they have quite a big influence on how an
issue is approached and a policy implemented.
The final say over which discourses are promoted on the platform, however, lays with the USE staff, as
they upload content and decide who can become a member. These inclusion/exclusion criteria are not
strict, making the platform accessible for a diverse group of people and perspectives. Results of this
research do not show a large diversity in discourses, which one would expect if there were no strict
inclusion/exclusion criteria. It can therefore be concluded that the USE staff does, in fact, exert its power
over ideas, by influencing which approaches are shared on the platform. Since the Circles of
Sustainability approach effectively guides the work of the platform, it is not surprising that the
sustainable development discourse is present within most case studies analysed, but often not
identified as the one that is most dominant. The influence of this discourse can be seen in every single
case study, in which the local project is linked with the SDGs. This content criteria has been imposed by
the USE staff and shows how the staff thus influences other actors’ beliefs of legitimate environmental
approaches, by linking each case study to the SDGs, and therefore the international development
agenda. Although this discourse is only slightly present, it can be found in every case study, which means
that it influences other actors’ beliefs of what effective urban sustainability should and could look like.
How this relates to ideational power will be discussed in sub-question 3.
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Sub-question 3: How do the identified environmental discourses relate to ideational power?
Following the theory of discursive institutionalism, this thesis argues that discourse has the power to
influence policy-making (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). Discourses promoted on the USE platform, and
the actors that support them, therefore have the power to influence policy-making of cities by
legitimizing certain approaches while invalidating others. Thereby also ascribing agency to some and
denying it to others. This sub-question identifies how the discourses and actors on the USE platform
relate to power. It connects to the previous two sub-questions, as these already partly identified
ideational power by identifying dominant discourses and the actors that promote these. In answering
this question, the typology of ideational power will be used, linking discourses and actors to the three
dimensions of ideational power.
Power through ideas:
The concept of power through ideas is used to uncover the ways in which actors persuade others of
their approaches to urban sustainability. This form of power can be identified by looking at the capacity
of actors to propose adequate policy solutions. The USE platform legitimizes policies of their members
by publishing case studies on the platform, thereby confirming that these are considered to constitute
adequate approaches and solutions to urban sustainability problems. All community members that
share policies on the USE platform therefore possess some extent of power through ideas—as after
publication of a case study, the actors that read it can become persuaded of its relevance. However,
actors sharing case studies that promote either technocratic environmentalism, civic environmentalism
or sustainable development possess more power through ideas. These discourses are found to be
dominant on the USE platform, and the more actors promote them, the more legitimacy they will enjoy.
As such, by sharing a case study that promotes a dominant discourse actors can influence agenda setting
and policy making in other cities. However, by sharing a case study that promotes green radicalism for
example, there will be a small chance that this case study can influence other actors’ beliefs, as almost
none of the other case studies support this approach and is therefore not widely held as legitimate. The
cities (and other actors) that support the dominant discourses therefore possess more power through
ideas, as they contribute to the widespread dominance of these approaches to climate change.
Results indicate that actors with the most power through ideas are therefore those located in Europe
and Asia, as they share most case studies that promote dominant discourses. Especially Germany and
the cities of Berlin and Seoul prove to be powerful actors in this sense. A central question that arises is
whether these actors actually succeed in influencing perceptions of legitimate environmental policy.
Interview data shows that many of the community members are not active on the platform. However,
most of them do use it to stay up to date on urban sustainability projects. Reading the projects published
on the platform could change their interpretation of what kind of environmental policy is desirable and
feasible. If interview data is representable for the larger community, then sharing policies could
generate power though ideas for those actors sharing them. Even if community members do not read
these case studies with the aim to replicate them, they might still be convinced of the legitimacy of the
approach used in these cases, thereby shaping their perception of what constitutes legitimate climate
action.
Although city actors possess power through ideas—as they can persuade others of the legitimacy of
their approaches by sharing case studies—the staff members are the ones that eventually verify each
case study an upload it. The staff possesses power through ideas by persuading other actors of
legitimate approaches to urban sustainability. Legitimacy of these approaches stems from the fact that
they have successfully been implemented in a city, and that they have been verified and approved
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through curation and publication on the platform. As such, staff members influence what is considered
common knowledge among policy actors within the USE platform.
Power over ideas:
The concept of power over ideas looks at the capacity of actors to control the production of meaning
and the diffusion of knowledge. The actors that are able to include or exclude ideas into the policymaking arena (i.e. the USE platform) are considered to possess power over ideas. First of all, power over
ideas can be exerted by actors with the power to impose their ideas and/or resist alternative ideas
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). To a large extent, this power lies with the USE staff, as they have the
power to can decide what content is uploaded and who can become a member of the USE community.
The staff legitimizes the policies of their members, and simultaneously sets limits for the range of policy
options they believe to be normatively acceptable. At first glance, it seems like the USE platform does
not play a central role in the inclusion or exclusion of certain ideas, because they do not uphold stringent
content or membership criteria. In fact, anyone may become a member of the platform—basic
requirements being that those people have access to internet and understanding of English. Content
selection criteria and curating the policies are not strict either.17 It is crucial, however, to know how
these criteria are understood: what constitutes an innovative project? And when does a project have
the potential to be adoptable in other cities? Almost any project can be argued to serve in the interest
of the city and the citizens, can be regarded as innovative, can provide policy lessons and can be adopted
in other cities; all depending on the point of view or discourse legitimating the project.
The ambiguity of these criteria results in discursive success, as different actors can interpret these
criteria in accordance with their own perspective (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Schmidt, 2006). This
means that different perspectives can fit within the discursive structure of the USE platform. In selecting
content and curating the policies, the USE staff adheres to the principles of the Circles of Sustainability
approach. This approach applies a broad definition of sustainability and includes any project that works
along the lines of sustainability, linking it to economic, cultural, political and ecological sustainability. So
although the USE platform seemingly does not exclude many actors and discourses based on content
selection criteria, results of this research show that it neither displays a large diversity in discourses.
Results show that most of the policies adhere to the discourses of civic environmentalism, technocratic
environmentalism or sustainable development. Green radicalism is not dominant in any of the
investigated documents, nor among interviewees, which is surprising since there are many social
movements adhering to and promoting this discourse (Hysing et al., 2016). Results indicate that the
staff therefore does, in fact, use its power over ideas through content selection and curation of the
policies. The result is an effective, yet subtle discursive dominance. The staff has the final say over the
content and format; all case studies are formatted in a similar way, contain a similar length, are wellwritten in English and contain information on all aforementioned informational categories.18 As such, it
nearly strips these policies from their discursive meanings, shaping them to fit into the principles upheld
by the platform. This may be a weakness of the platform as the policies therefore do not clearly describe
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Content selection criteria include: (1) the project has to be implemented in a city with at least a
100.000 inhabitants; (2) the project has to serve the interests of both the city and the citizens; (3) the
project should be innovative; (4) the project should provide practical and/or policy lessons; and (5) the
project should have the potential to be adoptable in other cities (USE, n.d.-a).
18
Information categories include: title, teaser, summary, background and objectives, implementation,
financing and resources, results and impacts, barriers and conflicts, lessons learned and transferability,
and references.
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the nature of why a project is considered effective or legitimate, but rather assumes a project is
legitimate and has the power to inspire others (Interview 9).
The justification of the staff to curate policies lies in the fact that people come to the platform with
different goals and perspectives due to their different positions (academics, city officials, practitioners,
consultants, etc.). By curating the policies, the platform aims to create a uniform understanding of the
projects and approaches implemented, as well as a similar quality of the content. However, language
does not only describe reality but also constructs it—meaning that the way in which the content and
language in these documents is changed is relevant (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Hajer, 2006). Many
interviewees mentioned that they use the platform to stay up to date on what is happening in cities and
what projects are being implemented (Interview 1, 4, 7, 12, 14, 15). The way the language in the policies
constructs their vision of reality and legitimizes certain approaches to urban sustainability is therefore
crucial. As such, knowledge is created by interaction between members and staff.
In addition, the city of Berlin plays a central role in the platform. It is the founder, and three out of eight
staff members work for the city of Berlin. The city was therefore able—in collaboration with co-founder
Metropolis—to develop the guiding principles and discursive structure of the platform. The city of Berlin
has furthermore shared a total of 5 out of 89, being one of the cities that has shared most case studies
on the topics of climate adaptation and mitigation. The fact that the city of Berlin also held the
presidency in Metropolis from 2018 until the end of 2020 shows its power to influence decision making
(Interview 4). Berlin, as an actor, therefore also possesses a considerable amount of power over ideas.
Lastly, the USE community and partner organisations also possess a certain extent of power over ideas.
Not by imposing their ideas, but rather indirectly by creating guiding principles for the implementation
of projects, or by uploading many case studies on the platform, thereby shaping a large part of the
content on the platform. As mentioned before, one influential partner organisation is the WSU. Two
staff members of the USE platform also work for WSU. Since there are only seven USE staff members in
total, these two staff members make up quite a big part of the team. This means that institutional
principles of the WSU may have a big impact on the work of the USE platform. Furthermore, WSU has
developed the Circles of Sustainability framework that guides the USE platform. One interviewee,
working for the USE platform and WSU, mentioned that “although you won’t see it strongly, effectively
all of our work is built around that framework” (Interview 9). As such, WSU can be considered an
influential actor, resisting alternative ideas to the Circles of Sustainability approach and as well as
promoting a specific approach to sustainability that is in accordance with the sustainable development
discourse. The legitimacy of their policy approach is based on the scientific basis of their knowledge,
which enables them to regard alternative approaches as irrelevant (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). The
actors adhering to this framework have clustered in a closed group—or epistemic community19—that is
able to harness enough legitimacy around its approach to avoid considering alternative approaches. As
such, this framework sets the parameters for what actions, solutions and outcomes are considered
feasible, thereby regulating the content and conduct of the platform.
Power in ideas:
Power in ideas does not look at the direct interaction between actors, but rather the deeper-level
ideational and institutional structures that actors relate their ideas to in order to gain recognition. The
institutionalisation of certain discourses into rules or frames can regulate the conduct and content on
19

An epistemic community is “a network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence in
a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue
area” (Haas, 1992, p. 3).
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the platform, as these become embedded in the institutional structure of the organisation. The
institutional structure can be founded on a certain discourse or a set of discourses, thereby influencing
which approaches are considered viable. Power in ideas does not only show dominance of a discourse,
but also explains the way in which urban sustainability is understood within the context of the USE
platform. On the one hand it influences other actors beliefs, but it also helps them to handle complexity
and make their thoughts actionable. Within the scope of this research, the USE staff and especially the
city of Berlin are identified as having power in ideas, as they created, sustain and can decide on the goals
and principles of the platform.
Results of this research show that the founders—the city of Berlin and Metropolis—and staff of the
platform can be regarded as the first to promote a certain approach towards urban sustainability. They
created the foundational principles and discursive framework in which the community operates.
Popularity and size of the community show that their approach to urban sustainability is considered
legitimate. Although the focus of the platform has changed from policy transfer to policy exchange and
learning, they are the ones who actively decide on the guiding principles and bigger goals of the
platform. As identified earlier, these principles have been influenced by partner organisations such as
WSU, that has created the Circles of Sustainability framework that has become embedded into the
principles guiding the platform’s work. The framework has become accepted as normal, thereby shaping
the content of the policies that are uploaded on the platform as well as governing its community. The
question is whether this institutionalisation and normalisation has gone beyond the staff. As they are
the ones who seem guided by this logic, can it be concluded that the community at large has come to
perceive things along the same lines? Although the community might not be aware of the influence of
the Circles of Sustainability framework, the staff does shape what approaches to urban sustainability
city actors perceive as legitimate and viable by promoting certain discourses on the USE platform.
Therefore they might not adhere directly to the Circles of Sustainability approach, but they are still
influenced by its approach.
Following the theoretical framework, knowledge and discourse become embedded in documents as
well as in organizational processes, practices and norms (Davenport, Thomas H; Prusak, 1998). It is
therefore not only the experiences of cities and the contextual information they share, but also the
academic principles and institutional rules that shape the knowledge and discourses promoted on the
platform. Community members of the USE platform, including city officials and staff, therefore take up
the role of actors who construct and reconstruct institutional norms and values of the platform, while
simultaneously being constrained in their activities by the norms and values they internalized (Schmidt,
2010). The intersubjective ideas of staff members are very much left implicit, but do influence the
content of the case studies to a great extent, as they decide what information is required in order to
upload a case study on the platform. It is therefore not so much material capabilities that matter here,
but rather ideational capabilities and interaction between different actors. This means that actors
promote their discourses by sharing certain policies and that through interaction with staff members,
discourses interact and are debated. The result is the promotion of civic environmentalism, technocratic
environmentalism and sustainable development, and the rejection of neoliberal environmentalism and
green radicalism. These last two discourses have come to be considered as too extreme or unrealistic
to promote within the context of the USE platform and/or gain recognition in international politics.
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Main research question: Which environmental discourses can be identified in case studies shared on
the Urban Sustainability Exchange platform and how do these discourses relate to power?
By reviewing 89 case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation that have been shared on the USE
platform by a diverse and global group of city actors, this research found that discourses of civic
environmentalism, technocratic environmentalism and sustainable development are mostly promoted.
The discourses of neoliberal environmentalism and green radicalism, however, are largely absent. Since
the majority of case studies have been shared by cities located in either Europe or Asia, it cannot be
concluded that these discourses represent legitimate approaches among cities located in other
continents. Although these discourses might not be dominant in other continents, they do have the
power to influence cities located in these continents. By sharing more policies that support an already
dominant discourse, these discourses become increasingly legitimized. Actors that use the platform to
stay up to date on current developments within the field of urban sustainability are likely to become
persuaded of the approaches legitimized in these case studies, and will therefore be more likely to
implement similar approaches.
This research furthermore shows that the actors that have most ideational power are the ones at the
top of the hierarchy: the city of Berlin, Metropolis, the USE staff and supporting organisation WSU.
These actors have the power to decide on the goals of the platform, create guiding principles, develop
and enforce rules and decide on the content and members of the platform. As such, they possess power
through ideas by persuading other actors of legitimate approaches to urban sustainability. Legitimacy
of these approaches stems from the fact that they have successfully been implemented in a city, and
that they have been verified and approved by uploading them on the platform. These actors also possess
power over ideas, since they are able to control the production of meaning and diffusion of knowledge.
They do this by enforcing certain inclusion and exclusion criteria with regards to content and
membership. Lastly, they possess power in ideas, since their framework of Circles of Sustainability has
become embedded into the institutional structure of the platform. Actors relate their ideas to this
framework in order to gain recognition, thereby explaining the dominance of the three identified
discourses.
Results therefore show that ideational power in the context of the USE platform very much remains a
top-down process. Yet, discursive institutionalism states that actors at the bottom can wield ideational
power as well, by proposing adequate policy solutions. Although community members can use power
through ideas to persuade other actors of the legitimacy of their approach by sharing their projects on
the platform, it appears as if those actors that possess traditional forms of power are the ones who
dominate policy exchange. Interviews have shown that only a limited amount of the (interviewed)
community members actually share case studies. This might be due to language barriers or capacity of
city officials to generate the necessary information and find the time to share such case studies. This
would indicate that powerful actors (e.g. based on material power) would have more chance to wield
ideational power on the USE platform, for example due to their administrative capacity. Cities such as
Berlin and Seoul might control most of the traditional levers of power (coercive, structural and/or
institutional) and can therefore promote their ideas to a large extent on the USE platform. They can use
their power to ensure that their ideas remain predominant on the platform, thereby guarding against
challenges to these ideas. The fact that the city of Berlin also funds the platform might also have a large
impact on the discourses that are promoted. Although this debate falls outside of the scope of this
research, the way in which non-ideational power affects which discourses are conveyed needs to be
further considered in the theories used. In further research it would therefore be relevant to question
how control is exerted over context and discourse via non-ideational dimensions of power such as
administrative capacity, technology, or funding.
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As ideational power can play a central role in revolutionary and evolutionary change, the fact that the
staff and founders of a knowledge-sharing platform such as USE possess most power is relevant. During
a period of crisis, such as the climate crisis, “it matters hugely who has the authoritative capacity to
interpret events as anomalous and thus as a challenge to the reigning paradigm” (Carstensen & Schmidt,
2016, p. 328). Ideational power can contest or comply with existing institutions and build legitimacy
around a specific set of ideas. Dominant discourses and actors within the USE platform tend to reinforce
the paradigm of the international political economy. As such, the platform does not criticize or identify
weaknesses in existing institutions, but rather proposes solutions that solidify dominant institutions.
Within the USE platform, power through ideas was used when it was relaunched; thereby adopting new
goals and purposes and the incorporation of new groups of actors. This change was not so much radical,
but rather evolutionary, and functioned to affect change to multiple levels of actors. Although this
indicates that the staff has the power to shift which discourses are legitimized on the platform, it should
not be forgotten that it operates within the constraints of the discursive context of the international
political arena. The promotion of critical discourses that promote system change to curb climate change
might therefore be regarded invalid due to the global discursive context, while normative appeals based
on principles of inclusion and the need for sustainable economic development are more likely to be
legitimated within the USE platform.
Contestation between different discourses could be important, as they interact and are critical of
weaknesses in the other discourse. Discursive diversity on the USE platform might therefore be
beneficial in developing more effective urban sustainability policies. The capacity of the USE staff,
organisations and community to reflect on the platforms’ foundations and reconstruct the platform if
need be in light of this reflection could contribute to this process. It is this reflexive capacity that could
contribute to bringing together different forms of social engagement and different ways of knowing and
learning. Neglecting the existence or excluding various discourses in networks such as the USE platform
could hamper its potential to create more sustainable cities. If the aspiration is to remake this world in
positive and sustainable ways, it is crucial to be open to all ways of knowing. This means not only the
inclusion of actors share similar views about how to govern urban sustainability, but the inclusion of
alternative views that can allow for interaction, questioning and contestation.
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6. Conclusion
This thesis investigated the power of discourse in the practice of policy exchange and learning within
knowledge-sharing platforms. In particular, it has focused on the discourses, dimensions of ideational
power and practice of policy exchange within the context of the USE platform. This platform was created
in 2014 in response to finding collective solutions urban challenges and is dedicated to promoting
sustainable urban development. It does so by showcasing successful programmes, projects and policies
and connecting city makers who work in this field.
The theory of discursive institutionalism was applied to question dominant processes of knowledge
production and the role of discourse and ideational power within the USE platform. The theoretical
framework furthermore elaborates on the discursive structures through which actors come to
understand and act upon environmental challenges. It explains the global discourses that shape the
discursive context within which the USE platform operates: sustainable development, technocratic
environmentalism, civic environmentalism, neoliberal environmentalism and green radicalism. These
discourses have been identified as dominant in international environmental governance by multiple
scholars in the field of environmental politics and governance. Although each of these discourses
recognize the need to make our societies more sustainable in order to deal effectively with
environmental challenges, they all do so in their own way. These discourses formed the basis for the
discourse analytic framework, and eventually 89 case studies of climate adaptation and mitigation that
are shared on the USE platform were analysed using a deductive discourse analysis. In addition 15 semistructured interviews have been conducted with USE staff, community and partner organisations.
Interview transcripts have been analysed using a discourse and thematic analysis to uncover the
discourses as well as institutional structures, procedures and principles that influence them.
Carstensen & Schmidt (2016) argue that discursive structures are the result of intentional construction
by actors committed to a certain ideas. This can clearly be seen within the network of the USE platform,
in which cities consciously decide to share specific policies that promulgate particular discourses. The
USE community is made up out of a diverse group of actors coming from all over the globe, and one
might therefore expect the diversity in actors to be represented in a diversity of discourses. This thesis
found, however, that discourses of civic environmentalism, sustainable development and technocratic
environmentalism to a large extent inform and are supported by these cases. Yet, neoliberal
environmentalism and green radicalism are largely absent on the USE platform. These three dominant
discourses—as promulgated through case studies—shape the meaning of sustainability within the
institutional context of the platform by dominating the content. It has been found that the majority of
case studies on climate adaptation and mitigation have been shared by cities located in either Europe
or Asia. Although these discourses might not be dominant among USE community members located in
other continents, they still have the power to influence them. By sharing more policies that support an
already dominant discourse, these discourses become increasingly legitimized. Community members
use the platform not only to communicate their ideas to others by sharing case studies, but also to be
inspired by others. Actors that use the platform as a source of inspiration and to stay up to date on
current developments within the field of urban sustainability are likely to become influenced by the
approaches legitimized in these case studies, and will therefore be more likely to implement similar
approaches in a local context.
This research furthermore shows that the actors that have most ideational power are the ones at the
top of the hierarchy: Metropolis, the city of Berlin, the USE staff and the supporting organisation WSU.
These actors are all based in Europe (Barcelona and Berlin), except for WSU, which is based in Sydney.
This coalition of actors has the power to decide on the goals of the platform, create guiding principles,
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develop and enforce rules and decide on the content and members of the platform. These actors
possess power through ideas by persuading other actors of legitimate approaches to urban
sustainability. Legitimacy of these approaches stems from the fact that they have successfully been
implemented in a city, and that they have been verified and approved through curation and publication
on the platform. Although city actors also possess power through ideas—as they can persuade others
of the legitimacy of their approaches by sharing case studies—the staff are the ones that eventually
verify each case study and upload it. These actors also possess power over ideas, by dominating the
process of knowledge exchange to a large extent. They do this by enforcing inclusion and exclusion
criteria with regards to content. Although content and membership criteria are not strict, the founders
and staff still have final authority over these criteria and could change them. Lastly, they possess power
in ideas, since the framework of Circles of Sustainability—developed by WSU—has become embedded
into the institutional structure of the platform. Actors relate their ideas to this framework in order to
gain recognition among the USE community. As the framework promotes sustainability in terms of its
economic, political, cultural and ecological components, it is not surprising that it validates the
discourses of civic environmentalism, technocratic environmentalism and sustainable development. It
furthermore promotes practical knowledge, neutrality and policy learnings in order to make policies
adaptable to the diverse local contexts of the community. As such the platform and its staff produce
and reproduce a collective understanding of what kind of knowledge is useful, thereby simultaneously
limiting the range of valid alternatives. By developing this framework WSU appears an influential actor
and can promote its approach based on scientific grounds, thereby generating legitimacy.
Ideational power in the context of the USE platform very much remains a top-down process. As
ideational power can play a central role in revolutionary and evolutionary change, the fact that the staff
and founders of a knowledge-sharing platform such as USE possess most power is relevant. Dominant
discourses promulgated on the platform make little headway in challenging mainstream urban
development rationalities, proposing solutions that solidify the dominant global order. As such, there is
a lack of critique on existing institutions as well as a lack in the identification of its weaknesses. As
ideational power is said to be particularly important for fending off pressures for change, it matters
greatly which discourses are promoted and who has the power to do so (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016).
Those who have power to promote certain discourses can set the parameters for what action is
considered appropriate, and thus which policies have success in the policy-making process. Although
the staff has the power to change which discourses are dominant on the platform—as exemplified by
the relaunch of the platform—the results of this research show that the platform is strongly influenced
by the constraints of the discursive context of the international political arena. The promotion of critical
discourses that promote system change to curb climate change might be regarded invalid due to the
global discursive context, while appeals based on principles of inclusion and the need for sustainable
economic development are legitimated within the USE platform. By linking the platform to the SDGs
and working together with several organisations that pursue similar goals, the USE platform gains
international legitimacy—showing its link to global discursive structures. However, by linking and
formatting each urban policy to the international framework of sustainable development, the
contextual and cultural diversity and individuality of these policies might be weakened.
Besides the founders and staff of the platform, there are several city actors that dominate policy
exchange on the platform, such as Berlin and Seoul. The fact that the majority of actors possessing
ideational power are located in Europe and Asia shows that these actors have the power to impose their
agenda on USE community members based in other continents. Although discursive institutionalism
states that ideational power can be wielded by normally powerless actors, this cannot be confirmed by
the results of this research. Out of the countries in which cities shared the most case studies on climate
60

adaptation and mitigation, the majority is located in Europe. Claims that city networks and knowledgesharing platforms constitute more horizontal governance structures can therefore be questioned.
Power inequalities between countries remain persistent in multilateral negotiations, and similar barriers
to equality can be said to apply to cities participating in policy exchange. These might be language
barriers or a lack in time and capacity to generate the necessary information and share case studies.
Investigating why cities in Europe and Asia share more case studies then other actors can help to
understand the way in which non-ideational power affects which discourses are conveyed. Further
research could therefore address how control is exerted over context and discourse via non-ideational
dimensions of power such as administrative capacity, technology, or funding.
Interview data shows that although members use the platform to stay up to date, they rarely use it
otherwise. Furthermore, in reality it is often proven difficult to adapt a case study from one place to
another due to contextual differences. If these results also hold for the larger community and case
studies of the USE platform, it would raise questions about the impact of the platform to enhance urban
sustainability. If most actors do not use the platform actively, to what extent do the identified discourses
actually influence policy-making? Although this debate is beyond the scope of this research, it would be
a relevant avenue for further research. In order to understand whether dominant discourses are
perceived as legitimate approaches among the majority of the USE community, further research could
investigate the community on a larger scale, for example by looking at where members are located and
how often they use the platform. This could help to map out how far and whereto the influence of the
discourses identified in this thesis spread.
Results of this research also bring forth questions of whether discursive diversity within knowledgesharing platforms is productive and desirable since it allows for discursive contestation, reflection and
critique; or whether the widespread acceptance of one or only a few discourses is desirable since it has
the potential to enhance collective action between cities on climate change. Results of this research
show that the platform promotes only three out of the five environmental discourses. On the one hand,
this could enhance collaboration and agreement on a workable policy strategy as actors seem to have
similar approaches to urban sustainability. On the other hand, it is questionable whether such a policy
strategy would represent cities and actors across the globe and propose suitable solutions to a diversity
of actors and contexts—as these discourses are mostly promoted by cities located in Europe and Asia.
As mentioned in the introduction, academic scholarship assumes that cities and city networks are more
equal governance arrangements that go beyond the collective action problem relations (Busch et al.,
2018; Davidson, Coenen, Acuto, et al., 2019; Gordon, 2018; James & Verrest, 2015). Although the
discursive diversity in the international arena has made it difficult to agree on a collective policy strategy,
it cannot be concluded that dominance of one discourse would lead to effective environmental
governance. This dominance might limit the range of alternatives that others perceive as legitimate,
while it could also serve as a guide to actors for what to do and to justify their actions. Results of this
research show that the USE platform promotes discourses that solidify the system that has brought
about processes of dangerous climate change. Instead of opposing or rejecting core ideas of these
discourses, it is relevant to question whether such approaches are sufficient to stop or reverse current
trends in greenhouse gas emissions that have led to climate change. The inclusion of critical discourses
could enhance reflection on such questions, thereby promoting collective problem solving. Here the
capacity of the USE staff, community and partner organisations to reflect on the platforms’ foundations
and reconstruct it if need be in light of this reflection could be beneficial. Given that far-reaching
environmental reforms are needed to curb climate change, it is important to continue to research and
discuss the meaning as well as implications of environmental discourses in the context of urban
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knowledge exchange and policy learning. Investigating the impact of the domination of these discourses
on the effectiveness of urban sustainability policies would therefore be a relevant avenue for further
research. Although this research cannot generalize the results of this case or identify causal mechanisms
between different cases, the results could be used in studies on other cities and urban areas which are
not community members of the platform, but that do have similar characteristics, demographics and
face similar challenges. As such, the results will provide a basis for further research on topics on
environmental discourse within urban governance.

62

7. Bibliography
Acuto, M., Morissette, M., & Tsouros, A. (2017). City Diplomacy: Towards More Strategic Networking?
Learning with WHO Healthy Cities. Global Policy, 8(1), 14–22. https://doi.org/10.1111/17585899.12382.
Acuto, M., & Rayner, S. (2016). City networks: Breaking gridlocks or forging (new) lock-ins? International
Affairs, 92(5), 1147–1166. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12700.
Bäckstrand, K., & Lövbrand, E. (2006). Planting Trees to Mitigate Climate Change: Contested Discourses
of Ecological Modernization, Green Governmentality and Civic Environmentalism. Global
Environmental Politics, 6(1), 50–75. https://doi.org/10.1162/152638006775991911.
Baxter, P., & Jack, S. (2008). The Qualitative Report The Qualitative Report Qualitative Case Study
Methodology: Study Design and Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design and
Implementation for Novice Researchers Implementation for Novice Researchers. Number 4 Article,
13(4), 12–13. https://nsuworks.nova.edu/.
Bernstein, S. (2002). Liberal Environmentalism and Global Environmental Governance. Global
Environmental Politics, 2(3), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1162/152638002320310509.
Blay-Palmer, A., Sonnino, R., & Custot, J. (2016). A food politics of the possible? Growing sustainable
food systems through networks of knowledge. Agriculture and Human Values, 33(1), 27–43.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-015-9592-0.
Bouteligier, S. (2004). Beyond the North-South divide? Cities from the “Global South” in city networks of
global environmental governance.
Bouteligier, S. (2013). Inequality in new global governance arrangements: the North-South divide in
transnational
municipal
networks.
Innovation,
26(3),
251–267.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13511610.2013.771890.
Bradlow, B. H. (2015). City learning from below: Urban poor federations and knowledge generation
through transnational, horizontal exchange. International Development Planning Review, 37(2),
129–142. https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.2015.12.
Bulkeley, H. (2006). Urban sustainability: Learning from best practice? Environment and Planning A,
38(6), 1029–1044. https://doi.org/10.1068/a37300.
Busch, H., Bendlin, L., & Fenton, P. (2018). Shaping local response – The influence of transnational
municipal climate networks on urban climate governance. Urban Climate, 24(March), 221–230.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.uclim.2018.03.004.
Carstensen, M. B., & Schmidt, V. A. (2016). Power through, over and in ideas: conceptualizing ideational
power in discursive institutionalism. Journal of European Public Policy, 23(3), 318–337.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2015.1115534.
CUIDÁ: vigias ambientales: risk prevention through citizen engagement. (n.d.). Retrieved March 31,
2021, from https://use.metropolis.org/case-studies/cuida-vigias-ambientales-risk-preventionthrough-citizen-engagement.
Davenport, Thomas H; Prusak, L. (1998). Working knowledge: how organizations manage what they
know. Harvard Business School Press.
Davidson, K., Coenen, L., Acuto, M., & Gleeson, B. (2019). Reconfiguring urban governance in an age of
rising city networks: A research agenda. Urban Studies, 56(16), 3540–3555.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098018816010.
63

Davidson, K., Coenen, L., & Gleeson, B. (2019). A Decade of C40: Research Insights and Agendas for City
Networks. Global Policy, 10(4), 697–708. https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.12740.
Detraz, N., & Betsill, M. M. (2009). Climate change and environmental security: For whom the discourse
shifts. International Studies Perspectives, 10(3), 303–320. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.15283585.2009.00378.x.
Dryzek, J. S. (2013). The politics of the earth: environmental discourses. (Third Edit). Oxford University
Press.
Fischer, F. (1998). Beyond Empiricism : Policy Inquiry in Postpositivist Perspective. Policy Studies Journal
-Urbana-, 26(1), 129–146.
Fischer, F. (2000). Citizens, Experts, and the Environment: The Politics of Local Knowledge. Duke
University Press.
Fleming, A., Vanclay, F., Hiller, C., & Wilson, S. (2014). Challenging dominant discourses of climate
change. Climatic Change, 127(3–4), 407–418. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-014-1268-z.
Gordon, D. J. (2018). Global urban climate governance in three and a half parts: Experimentation,
coordination, integration (and contestation). Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 9(6),
1–15. https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.546.
Haas, P. M. (1992). Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination. 46(1), 1–
35.
Hajer, M. (2006). Doing Discourse Analysis: Coalitions , Practices , Meaning. In KNAG / Nethur (Ed.),
Words Matter in Policy and Planning - Discourse Theory and Method in the Social Sciences.
Hajer, M., & Versteeg, W. (2005). A decade of discourse analysis of environmental politics:
Achievements, challenges, perspectives. Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning, 7(3), 175–
184. https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339646.
Harlow, J., Golub, A., & Allenby, B. (2013). A review of utopian themes in sustainable development
discourse. Sustainable Development, 21(4), 270–280. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.522.
Harrison, P. (2015). South-south relationships and the transfer of “best practice”: The case of
Johannesburg, South Africa. International Development Planning Review, 37(2), 205–223.
https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.2015.16.
Herrnstein-Smith, B. (2006). Scandalous Knowledge: Science, Truth, and the Human. Duke University
Press.
Humphreys, D. (2009). Discourse as ideology: Neoliberalism and the limits of international forest policy.
Forest Policy and Economics, 11(5–6), 319–325. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2008.08.008.
Hysing, E., Olsson, J., & Dahl, V. (2016). A radical public administration? Green radicalism and policy
influence among local environmental officials in Sweden. Environmental Politics, 25(3), 535–552.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2015.1116679.
Jacobs, K. (2006). Discourse analysis and its utility for urban policy research. Urban Policy and Research,
24(1), 39–52. https://doi.org/10.1080/08111140600590817.
James, P., & Verrest, H. (2015). Beyond the network effect: Towards an alternative understanding of
global urban organizations. Geographies of Urban Governance: Advanced Theories, Methods and
Practices, 65–84. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-21272-2_4.
64

Lansing, D. M. (2011). Realizing Carbon’s Value: Discourse and Calculation in the Production of Carbon
Forestry Offsets in Costa Rica. Antipode, 43(3), 731–753. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14678330.2011.00886.x.
Lele, S., Wilshusen, P., Brockington, D., Seidler, R., & Bawa, K. (2010). Beyond exclusion: Alternative
approaches to biodiversity conservation in the developing tropics. Current Opinion in
Environmental Sustainability, 2(1–2), 94–100. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2010.03.006.
Lemos, M. C., & Agrawal, A. (2006). Environmental governance. Annual Review of Environment and
Resources, 31(1), 297–325. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.energy.31.042605.135621.
Mert, A. (2009). Partnerships for sustainable development as discursive practice: Shifts in discourses of
environment and democracy. Forest Policy and Economics, 11(2), 326–339.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2008.10.003.
Metropolis. (n.d.). About us. Retrieved November 16, 2020, from https://www.metropolis.org/aboutus.
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded source book (2nd ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Mol, A. P. J. (2006). Environmental governance in the Information Age: The emergence of informational
governance. Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 24(4), 497–514.
https://doi.org/10.1068/c0508j.
Panizza, F., & Miorelli, R. (2013). Taking discourse seriously: Discursive institutionalism and poststructuralist discourse theory. Political Studies, 61(2), 301–318. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14679248.2012.00967.x.
Partelow, S., Winkler, K. J., & Thaler, G. M. (2020). Environmental non-governmental organizations and
global
environmental
discourse.
PLoS
ONE,
15(5),
12–15.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0232945.
Schiffrin, D., Tannen, D., & Hamilton, H. E. (2001). The Handbook of Discourse Analysis (First edit).
Blackwell Publishers.
Schlosberg, D. (2007). Defining Environmental Justice.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199286294.001.0001.

Oxford

University

Press.

Schmidt, V. A. (2006). 9 Discursive institutionalism : understanding policy in context. 171–189.
Schmidt, V. A. (2010). Taking ideas and discourse seriously: Explaining change through discursive
institutionalism as the fourth ‘new institutionalism.’ European Political Science Review, 2(1), 1–25.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S175577390999021X.
Schmidt, V. A. (2017). Theorizing Ideas and Discourse in Political Science: Intersubjectivity, NeoInstitutionalisms, and the Power of Ideas. Critical Review, 29(2), 248–263.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08913811.2017.1366665.
Stevenson, H. (2014). Representing Green Radicalism: The limits of state-based representation in global
climate
governance.
Review
of
International
Studies,
40(1),
177–201.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210513000077.
Toke, D. (2000). Green radicalism - Side-show or a new alternative? Political Quarterly, 71(4), 443–450.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.00332.
UCLG. (2015). Who are we?.
65

UNWCED. (1987). Our Common Future (‘The Brundtland Report’): World Commission on Environment
and Development.
USE. (n.d.-a). Case Study Template (p. 2).
USE.

(n.d.-b). Urban Sustainability Exchange.
https://use.metropolis.org/about-us.

Retrieved

November

26,

2020,

from

Verona, L., Oliveira, J., da Cunha Hisse, J. V., & Machado Campos, M. L. (2018). Metrics for network
power based on Castells’ Network Theory of Power: a case study on Brazilian elections. Journal of
Internet Services and Applications, 9(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s13174-018-0092-5.
Wanner, T. (2015). The New ‘Passive Revolution’ of the Green Economy and Growth Discourse:
Maintaining the ‘Sustainable Development’ of Neoliberal Capitalism. New Political Economy, 20(1),
21–41. https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2013.866081.
Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research: design and methods (3rd editio). Sage.

66

Annex I. List of Interviewees (anonymized)
Name

Role on USE platform

Representative Institution

Interview Date

Country of Residence

Interview 1

Community member

Local Government

28/01/2021

Mexico

Interview 2

Community member

Local Government

13/01/2021

Canada

Interview 3

Partner organisation

Learning Platform

04/01/2021

United Kingdom

Interview 4

Staff member

Metropolis / USE Platform

28/12/2020

Spain

Interview 5

None (scholar)

University

03/12/2020

Australia

Interview 6

Community member

Local Government

15/12/2020

Indonesia

Interview 7

Community member

Freelancer Urban Planning and
Development

11/12/2020

Germany

Interview 8

Staff member

USE platform and Partner
Organisation

14/01/2021

Germany

Interview 9

Staff member

USE platform and Partner
Organisation

02/12/2020

Australia

Interview 10

Staff member

USE Platform and Partner
Organisation

01/01/2021

Australia

Interview 11

Partner organisation

City Network Platform

17/12/2020

United Kingdom

Interview 12

Community member

Planning and Architecture
Start-up

09/12/2020

Germany

Interview 13

Staff member

USE platform

10/12/2020

Germany

Interview 14

Partner organisation

City Network Platform

18/12/2020

Spain

Interview 15

Community member

Consultant Urban Sustainability 04/12/2020

Germany
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Annex II. List of Interview Questions
For this research, 15 semi-structured interviews have been conducted. Questions could vary depending
on the position or expertise of the interviewee, but in general the following questions have guided the
interviews:
1. Can you shortly introduce yourself and your work?
a. If USE staff: are you strictly involved in the USE platform, or also with another
organisation such as Metropolis/Western Sydney University/Sustainable Cities
Collaboratory?
i. If so, in what way?
2. According to you, what is the goal of the platform?
a. How could it reach this goal?
3. What motivated you to join/work for/collaborate with the USE platform?
4. For USE community: How do you use the platform?
a. If case studies:
i. What is your motivation to read the case studies?
ii. What kind of case studies are you most interested in on the platform?
iii. Do you think the case studies on the platform are honest representations of
the projects?
b. If networking:
i. What is your motivation to network on the platform?
ii. Did you notice that some actors are more active on the platform than others?
iii. Are there collaborations between actors on the platform?
c. If sharing case studies:
i. What is your motivation to share a local project on the platform? (e.g. learning,
city profiling)
ii. What are the advantages and disadvantages of sharing a project on the USE
platform?
iii. How did the process of writing and uploading the project on the USE platform
look like?
1. Were there any content selection criteria?
2. Was the policy curated before uploading it on the platform? If so, how?
3. Did the Sustainable Cities Collaboratory also help with setting up and
implementing the project?
iv. Looking back, was worth it to publish the project on the USE platform?
5. For staff: What responsibilities do you fulfil for the USE platform?
a. Are the case studies curated before uploaded online?
i. If so, are there any curating guidelines applied? Which?
b. Is the ‘Principles for Better Cities’ guidelines also used by the USE platform?
i. If so, in what way?
c. What is the role of the city of Berlin/WSU/SCC/Metropolis in the USE platform exactly?
6. For partner organisations: What motivated your organisation and the USE platform to
collaborate?
a. Are projects of your organisation shared on the USE platform? Why is this important?
i. If so, ask same questions as ‘sharing case studies’ for USE community
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b. Do members of your organisation also use the USE platform?
7. Why is it important that different actors collaborate and exchange knowledge and ideas? As
this is the central feature of the USE platform
8. Are there certain challenges associated with this kind of exchange of knowledge?
9. What role do you think cities and city networks play in environmental governance?
a. Do they influence environmental policy making to a large extent (especially in urban
areas)?
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Annex III. List of Interview Transcript Codes
In analysing the interview transcripts, these codes have been used to identify recurrent themes in the
interview transcripts by using ATLAS.ti:
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Case study content
Challenges of knowledge exchange
Challenges of the USE platform
Content selection criteria
Curating principles
Decision-making processes
Discourse and power
Goal of the USE platform
Membership criteria
Metropolis
Most active cities
Dominant sustainability themes/approaches
Positive sides of the platform
Reasons to join the platform
Relevance of knowledge exchange between cities
Sharing case studies
USE community
USE discourse
USE partnerships
USE staff
Ways of using the platform
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Annex IV. Example Case Study
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