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ABSTRACT 

Limiting the impact of climate change has been on the top of the international policy agenda for several 

decades, and many countries have taken policy action to limit the climate change causing greenhouse 

gasses. In recent years cap-and-trade has been the main tool used to limit greenhouse gasses. The United 

States Congress has on several occasions rejected a cap-and-trade system, even though the United States 

was one of the promoters of cap-and-trade in UN negotiations in the 1990s. Additionally, cap-and-trade is 

designed to fit a liberal, pro-market worldview and thus should fit perfectly in the US. This paradox of the 

lack cap-and-trade system in the US is the focus of this thesis. To understand the paradox better this thesis 

will add to the existing literature by focusing on the role of ideas, especially the ideas found in the climate 

change policy knowledge regime. This case study of the US focuses on creating understanding and 

developing a more comprehensive interpretation of the lack of federal cap-and-trade system.   

This thesis establishes that a climate change policy knowledge regime exists with a set of policy research 

organizations (PROs) governed by a set of institutions. This knowledge regime produces certain ideas that 

are analyzed using a discursive institutionalist approach. More specifically, the PROs, within the US climate 

change policy knowledge regime, agree on the virtues of cap-and-trade, yet they produce competing 

problem definitions (climate change is a big problem vs. climate change is not a problem). These problem 

definitions are connected to the different paradigms that the different PROs subscribe to: Neoliberal PROs 

reject climate change as a problem and pragmatic PROs support the “climate change problem” problem 

definition.  This situation remains unsolved because the institutional machinery of the knowledge regime 

inhibits consensus and compromises, and encourages competitive and partisan behavior.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Climate change has been high on the international agenda for several decades. In recent years cap-and-

trade policies have become the favorite tool for states and businesses to limit greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions in order to avoid the threat of climate change. In a cap-and-trade system firms are required to 

hold “allowances” (often denominated in one ton CO2 equivalent) in order to emit GHG. These allowances 

are capped and can be traded among firms (Wills, 2006). The general consensus is that cap-and-trade is a 

superior tool to limit GHG emissions while at the same time causing minimal disruptions to the current 

economic system (Paterson, 2012; Paterson, Hoffmann, Betsill, & Bernstein, 2013). This consensus about 

the virtues of cap-and-trade has come about as a consequence of an international system of norms called 

liberal environmentalism, that has been institutionalized with the Rio Declaration of 1992 and the Kyoto 

Protocol of 1997 (Bernstein, 2001). The result is that today, the two major, binding international climate 

agreements, the Kyoto Protocol of 1997 and the Paris Agreement of 2015, both include emissions trading1 

as a tool to reduce GHG emissions. In addition, 33 different jurisdictions have developed or discussed 

emissions trading systems in one form or another with a total value of $34 billion in 2015 (Betsill & 

Hoffmann, 2011; Paterson, 2012; World Bank, 2015). Today, cap-and-trade is the most widely used form of 

emissions trading (Betsill & Hoffmann, 2011). 

There is, however, one location in which the idea of cap-and-trade as a tool to limit GHG emissions has not 

gained much ground: Washington DC. Cap-and-trade has been discussed at several occasions in the US 

Congress; however, on all occasions cap-and-trade bills have been defeated. This lack of federal cap-and-

trade system is interesting as well as paradoxical, given that it was the US who pushed for the inclusion of 

emissions trading in the Kyoto Protocol, despite resistance from the EU (Meckling, 2011b). The EU 

implemented a cap-and-trade system in 2005. Furthermore, the norms of liberal environmentalism, that 

prescribe cap-and-trade, are a product of the US. Thus the idea of cap-and-trade is aligned with common 

held ideas in the US about the role and functioning of markets (Bernstein, 2001) and cap-and-trade should 

thus be easy to accept, yet cap-and-trade has not convinced the US Congress. How can we understand the 

fact that one of the most liberal market economies, which have pushed everyone else to the use of cap-

and-trade, has not yet decided to have a federal cap-and-trade system of their own? 

                                                           
1 “Emissions trading” is a broader concept than cap-and-trade and include different type of systems where actors can 
trade the right to emit certain gasses. Cap-and-trade is one such type and will be the focus of this thesis. 



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

9 
 

At the outset many reasonable and logical answers to this question appear: Climate change science 

skepticism (Fletcher, 2009), vested interests of the GHG emitting industries (Bang, 2010; Cragg, Zhou, 

Gurney, & Kahn, 2013; Klein, 2011; Meckling, 2011a; 2011b), climate change is low priority policy issue 

(Gallup, 2015; PEW Research Center, 2012), climate change is causing more pleasant weather (Egan & 

Mullin, 2016), the institutional design of the policymaking regime2 favors status quo and inaction (Bang, 

2010; MacNeil, 2013) etc. However, many of these challenges are also found in the EU which has had a cap-

and-trade system since 2005. 

This thesis argues that we also need to look at the role of ideas (defined as causal beliefs3) in order to 

better understand the lack of a federal cap-and-trade system in the US. Much attention in political science 

has gone into understanding and showing that ideas matter in politics, especially within “discursive 

institutionalism” (DI) (Béland, 2007; Béland & Cox, 2011a; Hay, 2011; Kjær & Pedersen, 2001; Metha, 2011; 

Schmidt, 2008). DI focuses on “how ideas and discourse can explain institutional change (and continuity) in 

institutional context” (Schmidt, 2010: 2). More specifically DI scholars emphasize a complex relationship 

between ideas and institutions where ideas are used to make sense of and/or challenge and transform 

existing institutions and thereby ideas can become embedded in institutions (Blyth, 2002; Campbell & 

Pedersen, 2001a; Rasmussen, 2014) and at the same time these institutions constrain both ideas and 

behavior (Campbell & Pedersen, 2001a; Hay, 2011). Thus a focus on ideas can hopefully enhance our 

understanding of the paradox. 

Ideas are produced by someone and this someone is knowledge regimes. A knowledge regime is “the 

organizational and institutional machinery that generates data, research, policy recommendations and 

other ideas that influence public debate and policymaking” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014: 3)4. This concept is 

helpful in describing where ideas come from and how they are produced, which previously was not dealt 

with in the literature (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014).  

I will utilize DI and the knowledge regime concept to analyze ideas related to cap-and-trade. This thesis 

aims to analyze how the US climate change policy knowledge regime and the ideas produced within can 

illuminate the apparent paradox of lack of federal cap-and-trade system in the liberal US. Hence my 

research question is: 

                                                           
2 The policymaking regime “involve the organization and governance of states, political parties and other political 

institutions” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014: 7). See also section 3.3.2. 
3
 See section 3.1.3. 

4
 See section 3.3.1. 



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

10 
 

What ideas about and related to “cap-and-trade” are produced in the US climate 

change policy knowledge regime and how can these ideas contribute to a better 

understanding of the lack of federal cap-and-trade system in the US? 

This thesis finds that in the knowledge regime the idea of cap-and-trade being a superior regulatory tool is 

widely articulated and faces little resistance. However, there are different ideas about what the problem is. 

The contested problem definition stems from the existence of multiple paradigms (taken for granted ideas 

about how the world works). I will show this by content analyzing report from policy research 

organizations5 (PROs) in the knowledge regime. I will also discuss how the institutions of the knowledge 

regime guide PROs into maintaining the contested problem definitions and multiple paradigms without 

much effort to resolve the differences. The institutions of the knowledge regime push PROs into 

competitive and partisan behavior thus allowing two competing paradigms and competing problem 

definitions to exist simultaneously. It is very likely that the existence of these ideas in the knowledge 

regime is part of the story about the lack of federal cap-and-trade. 

As with most research, identifying causality is extremely difficult and thus it is not the purpose to show that 

the identified ideas have caused Congress to reject cap-and-trade. It is just as likely that the institutional 

setting in the US has caused the knowledge regime to produce the identified ideas, and thus ascribing 

causality is not the goal.  Instead, this thesis provides one piece of the puzzle needed to understand the 

paradox. With this thesis I also hope to add to the knowledge regime theory by starting to look into how 

knowledge regimes affect what ideas PROs produce and thus go beyond the finding that nationally specific 

knowledge regimes produce specific ideas (Rasmussen, 2014). 

The structure of the thesis is as follows. First, there will be a short historical introduction to climate policy in 

the US in order to understand the context and show the lack of cap-and-trade system (section 1.1). This will 

be followed by a literature review where different explanations for the lack of federal cap-and-trade system 

or similar climate policy are presented and discussed (section 1.2). Next follows a comprehensive 

walkthrough of the ontological, epistemological and methodological considerations of this thesis (chapter 

2). This is a key part of the argument because this chapter will, hopefully, convince the reader that the 

conclusion is founded on thorough research. After this, the theoretical framework of the thesis will be 

outlined including both the theory of discursive institutionalism and the concept of knowledge regime 

(chapter 3). The rest of the paper will entail three analytical parts: showing that a US climate change policy 

knowledge regime exists (chapter 4), content analyzing what ideas are produced in the knowledge regime 

                                                           
5Policy research organizations are “think tanks, government research units, political party foundations and others that 
produce and disseminate policy ideas.” (Campbell and Pedersen (2014) cited in Rasmussen, 2014: 147) 
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(chapter 5) as well as analyzing and discussing how these ideas along with the institutions of the knowledge 

regime can contribute to our understanding of US climate change policy (chapter 6). Finally, I will conclude 

my thesis by giving the answer to the research question (chapter 7). 

1.1. THE SHORT HISTORY OF US CLIMATE CHANGE POLICY 

The starting point of this thesis is the lack of federal cap-and-trade system in the US. And it is not just cap-

and-trade. In fact relatively little federal legislative action has been taken to limit US GHG emissions 

(Driesen & Bogojević, 2013; Fletcher, 2009; Kollmann & Schneider, 2010; MacNeil, 2013). Driesen and 

Bogojević (2013: 463) describe the situation in the US as “regulatory inertia”. Yet this inaction does not 

mean that climate change policy or cap-and-trade has not been discussed in the US. To understand the 

context of the current lack of federal climate change legislation, I will briefly describe the important 

international agreements, US political decisions, resolutions and draft legislation, focusing on international 

and federal political action i.e. top-down policies and thus neglecting the not unimportant bottom-up 

policies. 

In 1992, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Rio Declaration 

was signed in Rio di Janerio in Brazil (United Nations, 1992a; 1992b). The UNFCCC sets out to prevent 

climate change and sets up the framework for discussing future binding protocols – the so called 

conference of parties meetings (COP). The Rio Declaration is a more general document that sets out the 

norms and principles that should guide all international environmental policies. Among these principles are 

state sovereignty, “common but differentiated responsibility”, free trade, technology transfer, 

conservation, and the “polluter pays” principle thus favoring market mechanisms for dealing with 

environmental problems (Bernstein, 2001). 

At COP2, in 1996, the US delegation tabled a proposal for the inclusion of market mechanisms as the main 

tool for achieving GHG emission reductions in a binding international agreement. This proposal was based 

on the successful SO2 cap-and-trade program that the US Congress had adopted with the Clean Air Act 

amendments in 1990. Despite resistance from the EU, emissions trading was included in the Kyoto Protocol 

of 1997 which also gave developed countries individually binding GHG emissions reduction targets to reach 

in 2012.  

A few months before the Kyoto Protocol was signed the US Senate passed the Byrd-Hagel Resolution 

unanimously which stated that the Senate would not approve any international treaty that had negative 

impact on the US economy or demanded reductions only from developed countries (Byrd-Hagel, 1997). Still 
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the US delegation signed the Kyoto Protocol in 1998. After George W. Bush won the presidential election in 

2000 he decided not to submit the Kyoto Protocol for ratification to Congress arguing that “Kyoto is, in 

many ways, unrealistic… it’s not sound public policy” (The White House, 2001). 

Since then a series of legislation that would set up cap-and-trade system has been proposed.  

 2003, McCain-Lieberman Act was defeated 43 yays to 55 nays in the Senate.  

 2005, a new version of the McCain-Lieberman Act was defeated 38 yays to 60 nays in the Senate 

 2007, Sanders-Boxer Act and Bingaman-Specter Act were referred to Committee  

 2007, Lieberman-Warner’s Climate Security Act never made it to the Senate floor 

 2008, Markey Act and Doggett Act were both referred to Committee 

 2009 Waxman-Markey Act is passed in the House of Representatives (219-212), however, the act 

never made it to the Senate floor 

It is clear that lack of political entrepreneurship is not the problem. Eight different pieces of cap-and-trade 

legislation plus a couple of compromise acts have been proposed in Congress yet none of them has been 

able to pass the Senate and only one narrowly passed the House (Waxman-Markey Act).  

Congress has passed two acts dealing somewhat with climate change issues: The Energy Independence and 

Security Act of 2007 and the Energy Policy Act of 2005 which both focus on transportation, energy security 

and energy efficiency, i.e. the focus was not combating climate change (Bang, 2010; Rahall, 2007; Stone, 

2009). They do not address GHG emissions from energy production, agriculture or industry which accounts 

for large parts of GHG emissions (see Figure 1.1.1). Notably attempts to include a 15% renewable energy 

target for utilities, as well as establish subsidies to renewable energy financed by reducing oil and gas tax 

breaks, failed in the Energy Independence and Security Act (Bang, 2010; New York Times, 2007). 

Conclusively, the two pieces of legislation did not change the status quo in US energy policy and combating 

climate change was in both only a potential benefit from enhanced energy security never the primary goal 

(Bang, 2010). 
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Figure 1.1.1. - US Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Sinks by Economic Sector (EPA, 2015a) 

In the fragmented US policymaking regime both the administration and the judiciary have also played a role 

in climate change policymaking. In 2007 the state of Massachusetts won a Supreme Court case against the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) stating that the EPA had the authority under the Clean Air Act to 

regulate GHG emissions.  Since then EPA has taken regulatory steps in the form of “command and control” 

(C&C) regulation and information campaigns (MacNeil, 2013). Based on this judicial decision, the executive 

has also played a role, most recently with President Obama’s America’s Clean Power Plan in 2015 which 

predominantly uses C&C tools such as emission standards for power plants and for vehicles. The 

implementation of this package is uncertain due to litigation procedures happening while this paper is 

written (Forbes, 2016; USA Today, 2015). 

This thesis focuses on the federal level and thus excludes analyzing the regional level climate change 

policies in the US in order to limit the scope. Worth mentioning, however, are the two regional cap-and-

trade systems in the US and a couple other policies on the state level. These cap-and-trade systems are an 

indicator of how bottom up processes play a significant role in the US policymaking regime. The first 

regional CO2 cap-and-trade system became operational in 2009 in nine Northeastern states and is called 

Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative. The second is the Californian cap-and-trade system which became 

operational in 2013 and is the second largest cap-and-trade system in the world (Kossoy et al., 2015). 

Several other states are considering joining one of the two established regional cap-and-trade systems 

(Kossoy et al., 2015). Additionally, a range of states have GHG emissions reduction targets for example New 
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Mexico, Utah, Oregon, Washington, California and Arizona (as well as some Canadian provinces) in the 

Western Climate Initiative (Western Climate Initiative, 2007).  

1.2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section will review the literature that tries to show and explain the lack of cap-and-trade or similar 

climate change mitigation policy. I will show that even though many of these explanations are interesting 

and certainly valuable to our understanding of US climate policy, many of the authors would have 

benefitted from comparison with the EU case. Remember, that this thesis is also a case study and not a 

comparative study6.  

The first kind of explanation stems from public choice theory. They argue that both bureaucrats and 

incumbent industries have a strong interest in C&C regulation whereas neither voters nor politicians 

necessarily have an interest in cap-and-trade (Kirchgässner & Schneider, 2003; Kollmann & Schneider, 

2010). However, Svendsen (1999), also a public choice theorist, come to a different conclusion. Svendsen 

(1999) argue that environmental groups and industry favor cap-and-trade, i.e. the opposite conclusion with 

regards to industry’s interest identified above. This shows the main problem with the public choice 

argument: It is based on assumptions about people behaving rationally and utility maximizing. From these 

assumptions the authors deduce what interests different actors should have, making little empirical data go 

into these arguments. Meckling (2011a; 2011b) shows using empirical data that industry favored neither 

C&C nor cap-and-trade but favored no GHG emissions regulation at all. Meckling (2011a; 2011b) also found 

that the industry was not united on the issue.  

The similar yet much more empirical based interest group literature has focused on how vested interest 

and influential interest groups have blocked GHG emission reduction legislation (Bang, 2010; Cragg et al., 

2013; Klein, 2011; Meckling, 2011b). Cragg and colleagues (2013) find that Congressmen in districts with 

high carbon emissions vote against GHG regulating climate policy. They ascribe this correlation to the 

interest groups and voter attitudes of their districts without describing a mechanism that explains why and 

how interest groups and voter attitudes influence Congressmen. It is worth noticing that Skjærseth and 

Wettestad (2007), Svendsen (2008) and Marcinkiewicz and Tosun (2015) highlight that interest groups in 

the EU has also exhibited fierce resistance against climate change regulation. Thus there must be more to 

the story than simply identifying particular actors that opposes climate change policy. Additionally it needs 

to be shown how these interest groups successfully blocks climate policies. In that regard Plehwe (2014) is 

an interesting analysis. Plehwe (2014) ties ideas about climate change science skepticism and GHG 

                                                           
6
 See section 2.2.2. 
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regulation resistance to company financed right wing think tanks indicating an intimate link between actors 

in the knowledge regime and actors in the production regime.  

Other authors argue that the institutional setup in the US policymaking regime is designed to favor status 

quo and inaction (Bang, 2010; MacNeil, 2013). The voting procedures and other rules in the House and the 

Senate create many veto players thus making it difficult to pass laws that change the current institutional 

setup (Bang, 2010). MacNeil (2013: 265) shows that “six different committees and dozens of 

subcommittees” could claim some influence over any cap-and-trade bill.  

The institutional setup of the US policymaking regime is definitely important in understanding the lack of 

federal cap-and-trade, yet the fact that something is difficult is not a sufficient reason to why it does not 

happen as evidenced by the acts that do get passed (e.g. The Energy Independence and Security Act of 

2007 or the Energy Policy Act of 2005). The institutional explanation thus lacks a specific mechanism, i.e. a 

link between the institutional setting and the outcome of no cap-and-trade system which describes why 

and how the institutional setting retards a federal cap-and-trade system. It is clear that structural 

explanations are only one side of the story and agency needs to be brought into the picture.  

Moving on to the more agency-oriented explanations, Harris (2009) and Hale (2010) argue that a norm 

entrepreneur will be needed in order to champion the cap-and-trade policy through the institutional 

gridlock of Congress. Harris believed that this norm entrepreneur would be President Obama; however, he 

has not been able to push through a cap-and-trade program. Hale (2010) also argues that inaction by 

policymakers is mainly due to the fact that the cost of climate change is perceived to be borne by future 

generations or in foreign countries thus making it easier not to prioritize. This intangibility is definitely an 

important aspect of climate change policy. However, this is not unique to the US. Climate change is 

intangible to almost all countries around the world. 

A large group of authors focuses on the need to link climate change policies to other problems or benefits  

(calling these co-benefits7), e.g. security, economic growth or public health (Bang, 2010; Harris, 2009; 

Nisbet, 2009; Vezirgiannidou, 2013). Vezirgiannidou (2013) and Nisbet (2009) analyze the discourse and 

frames in climate and energy policies. They both argue that the current discourse where climate change is 

framed as pollution creates a divide between Democrats and Republicans. Instead they argue that climate 

change policy needs to be linked to energy independence, i.e. securitized, or linked to the economic growth 

that would stem from green investments. Also both Harris (2009) and Bang (2010) assess that not before 

                                                           
7 Co-benefit refers to something has benefits other than the originally intended. It should not be confused with cost-
benefit or cost-benefit-analysis (CBA). 
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economic prosperity or public health is at stake will politicians act on the issue. It is, however, important to 

remember that attempts to use co-benefits were unsuccessful in the negotiations on the Energy 

Independence and Security Act of 2007. Also other researchers have shown that securitization has the 

potential to lead to increased coal and domestic oil production which is contrary to the goal of mitigating 

climate change (Fletcher, 2009). This was in fact the case when President Bush called for increased oil 

exploration in the negotiations of the Energy Independence and Security Act (Bush, 2007).  

Focusing more on ideas and frames Fletcher (2009) and Klein (2011) argue that climate science is being 

delegitimized by politicians and think tanks. Climate skeptics or climate deniers are prevalent in the US and 

several high ranking politicians including President George W. Bush have been skeptical about whether 

man-made climate change actually happens or if it just a big “hoax” as famously argued by Senator Inhofe 

(2012). This debate over what is the correct science has led to Democrats and Republicans undermining 

each other’s legitimacy creating no ground for cooperation (Fletcher, 2009; Klein, 2011). Compared with 

the EU, there is also a large part of the EU population who are climate skeptics (Rohrschneider & Miles, 

2015). Why US climate change skepticism is allowed to flourish whereas this climate change skepticism has 

not significantly affected the EU policymaking regime is an important question that this thesis will look into. 

Another argument made by Fletcher (2009) and Nisbet (2009) is that climate change policy has become a 

partisan issue where ones position on the issue defines you as either Democrat or Conservative. Nisbet 

(2009) argues that the policymaking regime is split along a partisan line which makes overcoming the 

institutional gridlock increasingly difficult. This matches the findings of Campbell and Pedersen (2014) who 

argue that the US policymaking regime as well as the knowledge regime is divided into partisan groups with 

few institutions to generate compromise or consensus. Comparing with the EU it is clear that the EU 

policymaking regime is not split along a partisan line. The European Parliament has many different parties 

with different priorities. The European Commission is made up of commissioners from four different parties 

(liberals, social democrats, conservatives and EU skeptic conservatives). Thus there is definitely a difference 

between the EU and the US with regards to partisanship.  

At the most non-materialist end of the spectrum of explanations is Driesen & Bogojević (2013) who argue 

that the economic paradigm is different in the US and the EU. The US economic paradigm is founded on 

neoclassical microeconomics, cost-benefit analyses, and efficiency considerations. The EU economic 

paradigm on the other hand, is based on the economic dynamic approach which focuses on avoiding 

systemic risks by using macroeconomics and institutional analysis (Driesen & Bogojević, 2013). Driesen and 

Bogojević (2013) argue that the EU economic paradigm is more favorable towards precautionary regulation 

such as climate change policy than the US.  
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I did not find in the literature analyses where ideas play a central role and therefore this thesis will like to 

start venturing into the realm analyzing and understanding ideas. First step is to outline the methodology 

of the thesis which is the topic of the next chapter.  
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2. METHODOLOGY 

An argument is not good or convincing because it has an interesting conclusion or because it is original. 

These aspects are important to make an argument stand out from others; however, good and convincing 

arguments are made from good methodology. If the reader does not approve of your methodology then 

the conclusion is easily discarded as faulty and unconvincing. I will in this section outline the methodology 

of this thesis in a manner that hopefully convinces the reader that he or she can jump forward to the 

conclusion and feel comfortable that this is not way off. 

To give an overview of the methodology chapter it is useful to use the research onion of Saunders, Lewis 

and Thornhill (2016: 124) and insert the choices I have made with regards to the different aspects of 

researching. Starting from the outer layer each choice will limit the subsequent range of choices to some 

degree, thus every decision must be argued for and potentially criticized. 

 

Figure 2.1. The research onion 

 

 

 

Philosophy of science:  

Social constructivism 

Research design: Exploratory 

Research strategy: Case study  

Case selection: US 
knowledge regime in the 
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2.1. SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM - THE OTHER PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

2.1.1. ONTOLOGICAL UNDERSTANDING 

This thesis will take a social constructivist approach. This is an alternative to the mainstream positivist 

philosophy of science, with the major difference being that the ontological understanding of the world in 

social constructivism is internal to the individual, whereas in positivism the world is external to the 

individual. Social constructivists argue that sense perceptions and observations do not enter an empty 

mind. Not until the mind interprets the perceptions of the senses can the person understand and give 

meaning to the things he/she sees. We can thus only observe and interpret the world through our mind 

which shifts the focus of the researcher from the external world to the internal interpretation of the world 

(Moses & Knutsen, 2007; Pedersen, 2012). 

It follows from this understanding of the world that it is possible for different people to interpret the same 

object differently. This is not an uncommon phenomenon, for example the same person can be a freedom 

fighter to person A, a terrorist to person B and a politician to person C. The consequence of this is that we 

can no longer claim that a “true reality” or “one world” that we can observe objectively. All observations 

are made by and interpreted by someone (Moses & Knutsen, 2007). 

How each individual interprets “reality” is not chosen by him or her. Ideas about the world are inter-

subjective or socially constructed (Pedersen, 2012). This means that the society in which a particular 

individual is situated affects the understanding and interpretation of the world. Social constructions are 

made with the help of commonly held ideas or perceptions. The degree to which people are able to 

challenge these ideas or constructions is contested in the literature. Some argue that ideas and discourses 

are structures that cannot be changed and thereby limiting the capability to construct other 

interpretations. Other people believe that actors can intentionally or unintentionally use ideas to change 

the social construction of a given phenomenon. Thereby they ascribe a great deal of agency to actors 

(Moses & Knutsen, 2007; Pedersen, 2012). Discursive institutionalism (DI), the theory applied in this paper, 

applies a combination of both (Blyth, 2002; Hay, 2011; Schmidt, 2011). DI argues that ideas matter8 

because ideas are used to understand and/or transform institutions, and at the same time, ideas are 

embedded in institutions which limit the range of acceptable ideas (Campbell & Pedersen, 2001a; Hay, 

2011). 

                                                           
8
 Remember, ideas are causal beliefs (see section 3.1.3.) 
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Whether researchers focus more on structure or agency, they all agree that people use ideas to interpret, 

understand and give meaning to the world.  Interpretations are instigators of social action (Pedersen, 

2012), i.e. people act in accordance with the interpretations they hold. Thus it is important for the 

researcher to analyze what ideas actors hold and how they interpret their reality in order to understand 

their actions. 

2.1.2. EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES AND CRITIERIA FOR GOOD RESEARCH 

Turning to the epistemological consequences of the social constructivist ontology it is clear that we can no 

longer use objectivity as a marker of good science (Pedersen, 2012). A given phenomenon looks different 

for a Chicago University trained economists than for a Copenhagen University trained sociologist. The 

different ideas they hold makes them interpret the same phenomenon differently. There is no such thing as 

a superior researcher, that can put himself outside the influence of his own presuppositions or the ideas of 

the society in which she is situated (Pedersen, 2012). Similarly, social constructivist science is not fond of 

generalizations like the ones positivists seek. Social constructivist science does not lend itself to 

generalizability or extrapolating findings from one case to other cases (Moses & Knutsen, 2007). Agents are 

situated in a specific context and so are the ideas they produce. 

Instead, social constructivists evaluate their work in light of authenticity, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability, especially with regards to the often used case study method (Wesley, 2014) which is also the 

method used in this thesis. Authenticity refers to the study being “a believable interpretation of the 

meaning” found in the data (Wesley, 2014: 5). Authenticity is evaluated by the reader, yet, it is ensured 

when all data is being put forward as well as quotes are provided to strengthen a given interpretation. 

Additionally, triangulating data can be used to enhance the authenticity (Wesley, 2014). 

Transferability refers to the reader’s – not the researcher - ability to evaluate how the inferences and 

interpretations of this study can be applied to other issues (Wesley, 2014). For example, a reader will 

evaluate if this study can also illuminate other policy areas where science is heavily involved. Similarly I 

have evaluated the transferability of Campbell and Pedersen’s (2014) analysis of the US economic policy 

knowledge regime by comparing their insights with the empirical data I have collected and other sources 

and found that some of their insights are transferable to the climate change policy knowledge regime (e.g. 

that the climate change policy knowledge regime is very competitive) while other insights are not. 

Dependability refers to if the reader believes the interpretations are accurate and that he/she would have 

reached the same interpretation under the conditions that the researcher had (Graneheim & Lundman, 

2004; Wesley, 2014). To ensure dependability the researcher therefore has to be honest about his 
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presuppositions as well as other conditions (Moses & Knutsen, 2007), describe and justify every 

methodological choice made and be as transparent with regards to the methodological and analytical 

process. To ensure this I have described thoroughly the data gathering (2.4.2.) and coding process (2.4.5.) 

and also attached the final coding scheme (Appendix 1), my coding journal (Appendix 2), the coded reports 

in digital copy (Appendix 4) and the full condensation of the coded material (Appendix 5) 9. With regards to 

the presuppositions of this researcher it is important to note that I believe that climate change is happening 

and caused by man and that people who don’t believe in climate change, denies superior natural science10, 

however, I have tried to the best of my ability not to let this presupposition influence the research. 

Lastly, confirmability refers to the interpretations provided is grounded in the empirical data and not in the 

presuppositions of the researcher. Again this is the reader’s job to evaluate if this has been achieved and 

the best way to help the reader with this is to put forward all the material analyzed as well as be honest 

about ones presuppositions and putting forward analytical journals (Appendix 2) and other material 

(Wesley, 2014). 

2.2. APPROACHING THE  ISSUE 

This section will outline and justify the next two layers of the research onion: research design and the 

research strategy. 

2.2.1. RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research design is exploratory. Exploratory studies are very useful for social constructivist research 

because the aim is to “seek new insights” and to evaluate a phenomenon in “a new light” (Saunders et al., 

2016: 716). This stands in stark contrast to descriptive studies or explanatory studies which approach their 

study more targeted and narrow (Saunders et al., 2016). In the explanatory research design you allow the 

methods to adapt to data at hand and work on the methodology as an iterative process as you conduct the 

research. To see how this affects the research consider this example from the choice of data. First I thought 

that only reports on cap-and-trade should be included in the analysis, however, I realized that organizations 

who did not believe in anthropogenic climate change dealt only with climate change policy in general and 

not cap-and-trade. These reports were definitely important and have been included. Similarly the content 

analysis of the PRO reports has been done in an exploratory way where coding was an iterative process 

grounded in the data and not so much in theories. The exploratory approach is useful because we know 

                                                           
9 I will describe the process coding and condensation in section 2.4.3.  
10

 The irony of a social constructivist researcher describing others as denying superior science is obvious.  
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relatively little about both knowledge regimes (the theory applied) and we know little about the ideas 

produced by the knowledge regime. 

2.2.2. RESEARCH STRATEGY 

This thesis will use a qualitative approach. The reason is that only by using qualitative methods can you get 

the deep, detailed understanding that is required in order to get a grasp of phenomena like ideas (Moses & 

Knutsen, 2007). Ideas do not lend themselves to quantitative analysis. The consequence of this choice is 

that the amount of cases and data that can be included in the analysis are limited compared to a 

quantitative study. 

With regards to the choice of methods I have chosen to do an in-depth case study which is also very 

common for social constructivists (Moses & Knutsen, 2007) and is widely used in the DI literature (Hay, 

2001; Kjær & Pedersen, 2001; Parsons, 2002). A case study focuses on just one “spatial delimited 

phenomenon” (Gerring, 2007: 19). By having only one case it is possible to gather more information and 

get a deeper understanding of the specific case (Gomm, Hammersley, & Foster, 2009). On the other hand 

large-n studies have an advantage in terms of generalizability at least in the eyes of positivists (Gomm et al., 

2009; Moses & Knutsen, 2007). Positivists criticize case studies for case selection bias, too many variables 

and too few cases, subjectivity and more (Gerring, 2011). Yet these criticisms are only relevant if one 

wishes to make law-like generalizations which are not the purpose of constructivist research, as stated 

above. Instead the focus of the case study is generating insight and new understanding (Gerring, 2007). 

For a constructivist few-n comparative studies are also very useful method that could have been used in 

this thesis, because comparative studies can highlight differences and illuminate constructions that in the 

case study might be hidden. One very good example of this is Hay and Rosamond (2002) who show that the 

globalization is constructed differently in the UK and France. In the UK globalization is constructed as 

something inevitable and mostly positive, whereas French politicians disagree whether globalization is 

inevitable yet most agree that it is negative. This comparison highlights the social construction of 

globalization which otherwise can be difficult to detect. 

Great insights could be achieved by comparing the ideas with regards to cap-and-trade in the EU with the 

ideas in the US yet this would compromise this thesis ability to get a truly deep understanding of one of the 

cases. Instead I have only utilized insights from the EU case when useful11. Thus for reasons described in 

section 2.3.1. I have chosen to focus the limited time and space on studying a single case: the US climate 

change policy knowledge regime.  

                                                           
11

 See section 1.2. 
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2.3. CASE SELECTION  

The next layer in the research onion is “case selection”. In this section I will outline why I have chosen the 

US case and what consequences this has for the argument.  

2.3.1. CHOOSING THE CASE 

The original thought of this thesis was to compare the EU and the US and thus it was necessary to choose 

between the two when selecting my case. It would have been both fruitful and interesting to analyze the 

EU case and why they have chosen to have a cap-and-trade system despite heavy resistance in the early 

90s (Bernstein, 2001; Meckling, 2011b). However, a range of practical and theoretical aspects was in favor 

of analyzing the US case. 

First and foremost, there exists a great literature on the EU Emissions Trading Scheme already thus it is not 

as under-researched as US climate change policy (Braun, 2009; Flåm, 2007; Gullberg, 2008; Knill & 

Liefferink, 2013; Rüdiger & James, 2011; Rusche, 2010; Skjærseth & Wettestad, 2007; 2008; 2009; 2010a; 

2010b; Zwolski & Kaunert, 2011). Secondly, it would be difficult to establish whether an EU knowledge 

regime actually exists. Neither Campbell and Pedersen (2014) nor Rasmussen (2014) have treated the 

subject of an international/regional knowledge regime and only referred it to future research. Much of the 

research task would thus consists of establishing if an EU knowledge regime exists, what it looks like and 

how it works, which would limit the available resources that could be devoted to the actual analysis of 

ideas produced by the knowledge regime. Thirdly, for practical reasons it is difficult to gather reports and 

similar data from before the EU ETS was approved in 2003, especially because discourse in the EU is in 

general more focused on the inaccessible coordinated discourse between elite policymakers (Schmidt, 

2008). 

There are several advantages of researching the US case. First of all US emits second most CO2 into the 

atmosphere of all countries (EPA, 2015b)  and therefore US is an important piece in the global climate 

change puzzle. Secondly, the US case is an interesting paradox given that it was the US who pushed for the 

inclusion of emissions trading at the Rio convention and henceforth the Kyoto Protocol (Bernstein, 2001). 

Additionally cap-and-trade matches the liberal attitude towards market that exists in the US thus cap-and-

trade should be relatively easy to implement. Thirdly, the literature on the US case is less extensive and 

there is little consensus on the understanding of the lack of federal cap-and-trade systems. Fourthly, there 

have been calls in the DI literature to study non-adoption of ideas (Hay, 2001; Metha, 2011; Schmidt, 2008). 

The US will be a first step into understanding how the idea of cap-and-trade has lost in the “war of ideas”. 

Lastly, I am least familiar with the US case thus it makes for a more interesting case study for personal 
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reasons as well as it allows me to draw on my knowledge about EU climate change policy when productive, 

whereas the opposite situation would not have been possible, had I chosen the EU case. For these reasons I 

have chosen the US as the case of this analysis. 

The temporal delimitation is based on the section 1.1 where the brief history of the US cap-and-trade 

policies was outlined. Clearly, there have been a shift since 1990 where the SO2 cap-and-trade system was 

passed and where the US pushed to have emissions trading included in the Rio Declaration (1992) and the 

Kyoto Protocol (1997), to the 2000s where several cap-and-trade bills was defeated (one in 2003, 2005 and 

2009, and several in 2007 and 2008). In the 2010s where there has been very little federal legislative 

policies regarding cap-and-trade compared to the 2000s (Betsill & Hoffmann, 2011). Therefore this case 

study will be temporally delimited to the period from 2001, the year where Bush discarded the Kyoto 

Protocol to 2009, the year where the Waxman-Markey Bill was passed in the House but never got to the 

Senate floor. 

The reason that period is relatively long, and not simply centered on the year of the Waxman-Markey Bill, is 

that the ideas knowledge regimes produce are often not related to a specific type of legislation. Ideas often 

come before interests are formed and legislation presented by decision makers (Blyth, 2002) thus it is 

necessary with a relative long period. It is important to note that although the chosen reports represent all 

the different years, most reports were concentrated in the years closest to 2009. Thus I will not make 

strong claims about the ideas have been constant (or changed) during the period. I will treat this period as 

one point in time and not as a period where ideas evolve or change, not because the ideas presented has 

not developed from 2001 to 2009 but because I do not have the empirical data to substantiate such claims. 

2.4. TECHNIQUES   

One should not be fooled by the fact that the inner layer of the research onion is the smallest. Describing 

the nitty-gritty technique of how the analysis was conducted is no small task as transparency and well-

argued choices are needed in good constructivist science. Thus, this section will go into detail with the data 

collection, the procedure of coding the data, how to substantiate the claim that the data provides a 

genuine description of the ideas in the knowledge regime, and lastly, how to identify and analyze ideas 

using the coded data.  

There will be three parts of the analysis: First it is necessary to establish that a climate change policy 

knowledge regime exists. This is done with a combination of secondary sources (e.g. the literature) and 

primary sources (PRO websites, reports etc.).  Secondly, there will be a content analysis of a number of 
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reports from PROs in the US knowledge regime. This analysis will be conducted by analyzing the types and 

contents of the ideas produced.  The third part will consist in comparing and discussing the identified ideas 

and utilize the existing literature (e.g. Gauchat, 2012; Mooney, 2006)  and the analysis of the knowledge 

regime. 

2.4.1. IDENTIFYING A KNOWLEDGE REGIME 

One of the central concepts in this thesis is the concept of “knowledge regime” developed by Campbell and 

Pedersen (2014). They identify nationally specific knowledge regimes in the US, Germany, France and 

Denmark through comprehensive interview and report analysis. However, they did so only with regards to 

the knowledge regime within economic policy. This means that it is not certain that a knowledge regime on 

climate change policy exists. It is here not possible to replicate the interview methodology of Campbell and 

Pedersen. Instead I rely on the existing literature (e.g. Campbell & Pedersen, 2014; McGann & Sabatini, 

2010; McGann, 2015; Medvetz, 2012; Rich, 2004), websites and other material to substantiate my claim 

that a climate change policy knowledge regime exists. Additionally I use insights from the content analysis 

to bolster this claim to make a convincing argument that a climate change policy knowledge regime exists.  

It is important to note that the strength of this claim would have been stronger had I had the possibility of 

replicating the methodology of Campbell and Pedersen (2014) who use semi-structured interviews with the 

actual PROs. This would allow me to get a fuller understanding of the PROs involved, the relationship the 

PROs have with each other and what institutions govern this field. This could have resolved issues such as: 

Do universities play a role in the climate change policy area (according to Campbell and Pedersen (2014) 

universities did not play a role in the economic policy knowledge regime), or what opinion do policymakers 

and other PROs hold about allegedly extreme PROs such as the Heartland Institute or George C. Marshall 

Institute? 

2.4.2. DATA COLLECTION 

To be able to conduct the second step of the analysis it is important to get a sample of reports to analyze. 

First of all I have to take a sample of the 1830 PROs in the US (McGann, 2015). Unfortunately McGann 

(2015) does not provide a public available list. I have created a list of the most “prominent” PROs by using 

the literature on think tanks and PROs as well as using McGann’s “Top 25” lists. Firstly, I have looked at 

Campbell and Pedersen (2014), Rich (2004), Abelson (2009) and Medvetz (2012) and included all the PROs 

they mention. To include also more environmental, energy and/or resource policy oriented PROs I used 

McGann’s lists of Top 25 Environmental Think Tanks and Top 25 Resources and Energy Think Tanks. Besides 
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this I have included PROs who I have come across during the literature review. In total this gives a list of 86 

PROs that could potentially be of interest (Appendix 6)12. 

In order to narrow down the amount of PROs to investigate it is important to establish some criteria for 

selection. First and foremost, the PRO has to have published material in some sort or other on the issue of 

climate change regulation policy. If a PRO has not published any material on climate change regulation 

policy we can safely assume that they are not part of the climate change policy knowledge regime. This 

narrows the list down to 54 PROs.  

Secondly, it is important to include a wide variety of PROs, also called the maximum variation principle 

(Rasmussen, 2014). Therefore I characterize the different PROs in the following groups: Government 

affiliated, university affiliated, private advocacy, private scholarly and private mixed. The first two 

categories are self-explanatory, the three latter are not. An advocacy PRO relies mostly on other 

organizations’ research, produces shorter briefs rather than complete analyses and has a clear political 

agenda. A scholarly organization does most research in-house and use reports more often than briefs or 

blogs. The distinction has become blurry over time because a range of organizations have characteristics of 

both scholarly and advocacy PROs and can be described as being a mix (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014). I have 

categorized the PROs using their websites, unless other researchers had already characterized them. In 

addition, it is important not only to include the well-known full service PROs who cover all major policy 

areas like American Enterprise Institute, Brookings or Heritage Foundation. Single issue PROs that focus on 

a special issue such as foreign policy, international economics, or natural resources are important to include 

in the sample (McGann & Sabatini, 2010). Therefore I split up the private PROs into full service and single 

issue PROs.   

                                                           
12 I have not included in the sample list of PROs international organizations such as the World Bank, UN IPCC or the 

like. These international and transnational PROs of course play a role in the knowledge regime, and it is a general 

shortcoming of the approach not to take into consideration international actors. However, to not extend the theory of 

knowledge regime beyond its initial national focus international PROs are excluded. 
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PRO type # 

Advocacy 14 

full service 10 

single issue 4 

Government 8 

Mixed 13 

full service 7 

single issue 6 

Scholarly 13 

full service 8 

single issue 5 

University 6 

Table 2.4.2.1. Number of PROs in the different categories  

From these I randomly pick two advocacy PROs, two mixed PROs and two scholarly PROs (one full service 

and one single issue from each category) and one each from the government and university affiliated group 

which gives 8 PROs in total. This will give me a wide variety of PROs to analyze. 

One could also have sampled on the basis of political orientation in order to get political variety but 

Rasmussen (2014) argues forcefully against this. If I did this, I risk using a sampling criterion that is also a 

topic in the analysis, i.e. a conclusion stating that competing ideas are a product of a partisan divide in the 

knowledge regime, would not mean much, because I would have selected my data so that a partisan divide 

would have a high chance of appearing. One could also have sampled on the basis of which PRO had the 

most citations; however, this would give a bias towards private full service PROs. This is evidenced by FAIR 

(2013), an American media watch group, who compile a top 25 most cited think tanks list, where none of 

these are single issue PROs within environment, energy, climate change, resources or the like. Also 

establishing number of media citations is not easily done without access to various private databases. Thus 

I have discarded this criterion.  

Taking out organizations that do not have publically available reports, press releases or other materials 

from the time period I randomly selected the following PROs: 
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PRO name PRO type Issue 

The Brookings Institution  scholarly full service 

Center For American Progress Mixed full service 

Center For Climate And Energy Solutions (C2ES) advocacy environment 

James A. Baker III Institute For Public Policy (JBI) university energy 

Congressional Research Service (CRS) government full service 

Institute For International Economics (IIE)  Mixed economics 

Manhatten Institute  advocacy full service 

Resources For The Future (RFF) scholarly environment 

Table 2.4.2.2. The PRO sample 

From these PROs I sample two or three reports from the period 2000-2009 that deals with cap-and-trade or 

if no such exists, reports that deal with whether or not CO2 emissions should be regulated at all. I end up 

with the following list of reports: 
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PRO Title of document Year  

The Brookings Institute A U.S. Cap-and-Trade System to Address Global Climate Change 2007 

The Brookings Institute CO2 Controls Are a Bad Idea, 'Voluntary' or Not 2001 

The Brookings Institute Climate Policy And Uncertainty: The Roles Of Adaptation Versus 

Mitigation 

2004 

Center for American Progress Cap, Auction, and Trade: Allowance Auctions and Revenue Recycling 

Under Carbon Cap-and-Trade 

2008 

Center for American Progress Learning from Europe: Designing Cap-and-Trade Programs that Work 2007 

Center on Global Energy Policy Emissions trading in the U.S. 2003 

Center on Global Energy Policy Cap-and-trade v taxes 2009 

Center on Global Energy Policy Insights from Modeling Analyses of the Lieberman-Warner Climate 

Security Act (S. 2191) 

2008 

James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy Climate Policy and Energy Security: Two sides of the same coin? 2008 

James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy Beyond Science:  The economic and politics of responding to Climate 

Change 

2008 

Congressional Research Service Climate Change: Current issues and policy tools 2009 

Congressional Research Service Climate change: Science and policy implications 2007 

Institute for International Economics Ensuring US Competitiveness and International Participation 2009 

Institute for International Economics Climate Change: Competitiveness Concerns and Prospects for 

Engaging Developing Countries 

2008 

Manhattan Institute Energy and the Environment: Myths and Facts 2007 

Manhattan Institute Dear Senator: Why You Should Vote Against Cap-and-Trade 2009 

Manhattan Institute Is Cap-And-Trade Just Political Posturing? If Not, It Could Mean 

Economic Suicide 

2009 

Resources for the future Are Tradable Emissions Permits a Good Idea? 2002 

Resources for the future Tradable Rights to Emit Air Pollution 2008 

Table 2.4.2.3. List of the analyzed reports 
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2.4.3. CONTENT ANALYSIS AND THE PROCESS OF CODING 

The next step is the content analysis which is the primary method applied in this thesis. Content analysis, as 

many other methods, is used to reduce the amount of data in a way that allows the data to be analyzed 

without ignoring important aspects of the data. Statistical analysis reduces information into a single 

number by using different types of regression analyses. Content analysis reduces the amount of 

information by coding sections of a text into a set of categories which enables further analysis (Weber, 

1990). Berg (2014: 335) defines content analysis as “a careful, detailed, systematic examination and 

interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify patterns, themes, biases and 

meaning”. Content analysis is also widely used in the discursive institutionalist literature (Somers & Block, 

2005; Hay, 2007; Blyth, 2002; Campbell & Pedersen, 2014). I will in this section discuss the different steps in 

the content analysis. 

As stated above13 the approach in this research project is explorative thus I started with a preliminary 

reading of the over 500 pages of PRO reports, in line with general guidelines for explorative content 

analysis, in order to get an overview of what themes and issues the reports covered (Graneheim & 

Lundman, 2004; Malterud, 2012).  

Secondly, I define the unit of analysis i.e. what blocks of text the reports should be broken down into and 

coded in later steps. Here the literature suggests using words, sentences, paragraphs, entire texts, which 

are all natural given units, or “meaning units” (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013; Graneheim 

& Lundman, 2004; Stemler, 2001). Naturally given units are better at analyzing structured interviews or 

closed questions thus are not very useful here (Campbell et al., 2013). I will code “meaning units” that is 

pieces of texts that carry meaning and relates to the research question. This means that I code a section of 

text when the meaning contributes to an understanding of what ideas the PRO is putting forward. Coding 

meaning units allows me to only code the relevant parts of the text and thereby identify the ideas (the 

purpose of the content analysis). Coding meaning units is less systematic and objective than coding every 

sentence or paragraph. To compensate I have provided all the coded material in Appendix 4 so that the 

reader can see what has and has not been coded in order to see if the reader agrees. 

The third step is to develop the coding scheme. This is an iterative process where one has to develop codes 

by going back and forth between reading the texts and revising the initially defined codes (Campbell et al., 

2013; Weber, 1990). Defining the first codes can be either on the basis of theory (a priori) or after a 

preliminary reading (emergent) as I did as the first step (Stemler, 2001). Thus, I derive the coding categories 

                                                           
13

 See section 2.2.1. 
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from the data. This has the advantage that I take my point of departure in the text and do not try to force 

certain categories onto the data. From the preliminary reading I define a set of primary codes. These I 

applied to a sample of the texts in order to see if they were suitable (Campbell et al., 2013; Graneheim & 

Lundman, 2004). I adjusted the primary codes and developed secondary codes which were tried on the rest 

of the PRO reports. The codes were adjusted again before a final coding were conducted which did not give 

grounds to changes in the coding scheme14. This process is advocated in the literature (Berg, 2014; 

Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Weber, 1990). 

2.4.4. INTER-CODER AND INTRA-CODER RELIABILITY 

In some cases the procedure of coding is done with more than one coder in order to ensure inter-coder 

reliability. Inter-coder reliability involves calculating the agreement in coding between two or more coders. 

The aim of calculating inter-coder reliability is to ensure precision (that codes are applied to the text in 

accordance with the coding scheme), and avoid coding errors (where some text that should be coded has 

been left out, or that a meaning unit is given the wrong code) (Campbell et al., 2013; Wesley, 2014).  

I have not conducted an inter-coder reliability test for two major reasons. First, hiring additional coders is 

expensive and time consuming and has not been possible. Secondly, the inter-coder reliability is done in 

order to ensure objectivity which is not a goal in social constructivist research15  (Graneheim & Lundman, 

2004; Wesley, 2014).  

In addition to inter-coder reliability, some argue that measures for intra-coder reliability should be reported 

(Kalton & Stowell, 1979). Calculating intra-coder reliability requires the researcher, who coded the text 

initially, to re-code all the text at a later stage. By comparing the different coding of the text it is possible to 

see to what extent the coding matches.  High intra-coder reliability indicates a high degree of consistency 

and stability in applying the codes (Campbell et al., 2013; Kalton & Stowell, 1979; Stemler, 2001). Intra-

coder reliability is not only a positivistic measure of a good content analysis, also social constructivists can 

use this tool to convince the reader that coding have been done in a stable way. However, the process is 

time consuming and has thus been left out in this thesis.  Had I conducted an intra-coder reliability test, I 

would properly reach an agreement between the two codings of 70-80 %. Some differences would occur 

because of the additional knowledge I have compiled since the first coding as well as there will be also be 

variability when coding large pieces of texts with subjectively defined meaning units. I might have missed 

something in the first or second coding due to human error which cannot be eliminated. Instead of this I 

have taken a shortcut as advised in the literature (Berg, 2014; Malterud, 2012) which is to recontextualize, 

                                                           
14 See Appendix 1 and Appendix 2 (the coding journal) 
15

 See section 2.1.2. 
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i.e. re-read the reports after having conducted the analysis, to see if it still fits the original data or if there 

are something in the texts that challenges the analysis or has been overlooked. My re-contextualization did 

not give reason to major alteration in the analysis. 

2.4.5. CONDENSATION AND CONTENT ANALYSIS 

After the coding of the reports the next step is to look at each code and see what the content of that code 

is, and then write up the content of the code in a coherent text. This is what some call condensation 

(Malterud, 2012). This process reduces the amount of information even further than the coded reports by 

looking to what extent the reports convey similar views or meaning. All the meaning units coded within 

each code is included into coherent text so that the totality of statements within each code is dealt with in 

the further analysis. The condensation is attached in Appendix 5. 

After the condensation the actual content analysis is the last step of the analysis. In this step the concepts 

of DI is applied to the condensated text. The different condensated codes are analyzed in order to identify 

what programs, frames, problem definitions and paradigms that are produced in the knowledge regime16. 

This process involves combining meaning from different codes to identify the different types of ideas, e.g. 

to identify what problem definitions are constructed in the knowledge regime I have combined insights 

from all three subcodes within the primary code “CLIMATE SCIENCE” as well as the subcodes “COSTLY”, 

“TIME”, “CO-IMPACT”, “ALTERNATIVES” and others. 

The elaborate coding and condensation process makes the interpretations authentic and dependable. 

Without coding and condensation the content analysis would not be systematic and it would be less likely 

that an authentic interpretation of the ideas would be the result.  

2.4.6. TRIANGULATION 

To bolster the authenticity I have triangulated my findings. Triangulation implies checking whether your 

conclusions can also be supported if the topic was researched using a different method or using different 

sources (Wesley, 2014).  

The obvious other method that could be applied would be interviews; however, this was not possible. 

Instead I have chosen to include an additional sample of PRO reports. This triangulation sample was read in 

a similar way as the re-contextualization where I looked for statements or ideas that contradicted the 

interpretations in the analysis.  The results of the triangulation are reported in section 5.5.  

                                                           
16

 See definitions of the different types of ideas in 3.1.6. 



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

33 
 

The triangulation sample also consists of 8 PROs chosen in the same way as the initial sample. The list of 

reports can be found in Appendix 3. In total 346 pages and 33 minutes of podcast were analyzed. The 

triangulation sample was not coded nor is the ideas presented in the triangulation sample part of the 

analysis. If I had merely included additional material in my sample and pretended that these had always 

been part of my material, it would have been non-transparent and could be considered as changing the 

method to match my pre-conceptions. The triangulation was thus not coded since this would have 

amounted to including them in the original sample. Instead the reports were read in a similar way as the 

recontextualization reading of the original sample, i.e. to see if the triangulation reports supported or 

contradicted my interpretation.   
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3. THEORY 

The previous chapter laid out the methodology and especially the process of the content analysis. An 

important step in the content analysis is to identify ideas and different types of ideas. So far this concept 

has only been defined briefly. This section will go into depths with this concept, different types of ideas, 

knowledge regimes (where ideas come from) and why I have chosen the theoretical concepts I have. The 

theory that can illuminate these concepts is called discursive institutionalism (DI)17.  

3.1. DISCURSIVE INSTITUTION ALISM 

3.1.1. THE ORIGIN 

DI is the most recent development within New Institutionalist theory (Campbell, 2001). New 

Institutionalism is a response in political science to the behaviorist and rational choice approaches that 

marked the 1950s-1980s and is still very influential in fields such as economics. New institutionalist sought 

to change the focus from unconstrained agency to bringing back in institutions which constrain the 

individual’s scope of behavior (Peters, 2011). Since the 1980s new institutionalism has been at the forefront 

of social science research and has split up into three main variants: Rational choice institutionalism, 

sociological institutionalism and historical institutionalism (Schmidt, 2011).  

Discursive institutionalist is a fourth and much newer version which has come to fore starting in the late 

1990s/early 2000s. One of the key issues was that new institutionalism had swung too much to the side of 

structure and thus have eliminated a role for agency in their explanations. DI manages to combine agency 

and structure by focusing on the role of ideas in understanding political behavior (Schmidt, 2011). Ideas are 

enabling actors to challenge existing institutions, at the same time as ideas are the foundation on which the 

institutions in society are built18. 

3.1.2. IDEAS MATTER! 

One of the key contributions of DI is establishing that ideas matter in politics. Critics argue that ideas are 

simply rhetoric used to disguise the real interests of actors (Parsons, 2002), hence establishing that ideas 

matter have been important. Parsons (2002) shows that the closely integrated European Economic 

Community, established with the Treaty of Rome in 1957, was not a response to structural imperatives but 

                                                           
17 This literature also goes under names such as ”ideas matter” (Somers & Block, 2005), “economist constructivists” 

(Seabrooke, 2005), “ideational institutionalism” (Hay, 2001), “constructivist institutionalism” (Hay, 2006), “ideational 

turn” (Blyth, 2002) or “cultural political economy” (Rasmussen, 2014). 
18

 See also 3.1.3. and 3.1.4. 
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the outcome of an ideational battle. Hay and Rosamond (2002) show that what ideas policymakers hold 

about globalization, has an effect on what policies a particular state pursues. Somers and Block (2005) show 

that only ideas can account for the institutional change in the UK in 1834 and in the US in 1996 where 

public poverty relief expenditures were cut. Lastly, Blyth (2002) shows that only ideational factors can 

account for the development of embedded liberalism in both Sweden and the US during the 30s and 40s, as 

well as only ideas can explain the “disembedding of liberalism” i.e. the turn to neoliberalism in the 70s and 

80s.  

A different but equally strong argument in favor of a focus on ideas comes from Metha (2011) who argues, 

that if ideas did not matter we would not have terrorism, book burnings, philosophy, think tanks, 

consultants or ideology. The burden of proof lies on those who believe that ideas have no influence on 

politics at all, according to Metha (2011). Therefore he as well as many others within DI have recently 

turned to the interesting questions of how, when and why ideas matter and where they come from.  

A short statement about the role of ideas is important. Many see ideas as causal mechanisms (Béland, 

Carstensen, & Seabrooke, 2016; Blyth, 2002), however, demonstrating causality is notoriously difficult 

especially given the constructivist point of departure, which most ideational approaches utilizes (Hay, 

2006). As stated in the introduction I do not seek causality nor is it possible with the data and the approach 

used in this paper to pursue causal explanations. What I seek is a greater understanding of the ideas which 

others have shown matters and through these insights better comprehend the paradox of the lack of 

federal cap-and-trade. 

3.1.3. THE IDEA OF AN IDEA 

One of the main criticisms of DI has been its unclear definition of ideas (Béland & Cox, 2011b; Rasmussen, 

2014). Many scholars use very little time to define ideas and some leave the definition aspect untouched. 

To give an overview of both precise and diffuse definitions of “idea” I have compiled a list of definitions in 

the table below: 
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Author Definition of idea 

Hay (2011: 69) Ideas are “perceptions about what is feasible, legitimate, possible and 

desirable” 

Schmidt (2008: 303) “Ideas are the substantive content of discourse” where “Discourse is the 

interactive process of conveying ideas” 

Blyth (2002: 10-11) Ideas “are also constructions that allow agents to define a crisis as a 

crisis… ideas provide agents with interpretive framework … ideas 

provide agents with both a scientific and normative account of the 

existing economy and polity, and a vision that specifies how these 

elements should be constructed” 

Béland and Cox (2011b: 3-4) “Ideas are causal beliefs…  First as beliefs, ideas are products of 

cognition… second, as causal beliefs, ideas posit connections between 

things and between people… Finally causal beliefs, or ideas, provide 

guides for actions” (pages 3-4) 

Parsons (2002: 48) “Ideas are subjective claims about descriptions of the world, causal 

relationships or the normative legitimacy of certain actions” 

Campbell and Pedersen (2014: 

29) 

Ideas are “arguments that specify causal relationships… they are based 

on paradigmatic theoretical or ideological assumptions. They are 

substantiated with data and analyses of various sorts. They are often 

framed rhetorically in ways designed to appeal to policymakers and 

their staff, the general public or other audiences , sometimes by 

invoking widely held values, opinions or attitudes in society” 

Table 3.1.3.1 Different definitions of “idea” from the DI literature  

On top of these many definitions some researchers do not treat ideas as a single concept which can have a 

single definition (Metha, 2011). They distinguish between types of ideas (Blyth, 2002; Campbell, 2004; 

Metha, 2011; Schmidt, 2008). These typologies are very helpful for getting a deeper understanding of 

different ideas and how ideas are related yet I believe that in order to claim “ideas matter” you must have a 

definition of what idea as a concept means. Hay’s (2011) idea of an idea is what comes closest to a simple 

and comprehensive definition. The danger of such a definition is that it does not delimit the concept very 
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much. In that sense Béland and Cox’ (2011b) and Campbell and Pedersen’s (2014) definitions are more 

specific and thereby more suited for applied analysis: Ideas are causal beliefs.  

To identify ideas based on this definition it is important to look out for when actors link different issues. For 

example an idea could be that “cap-and-trade is the most efficient way of regulating GHG emissions”. This 

statement is an idea because it is causal (connecting “cap-and-trade” to “efficiency” and to “emissions 

regulation”) and because it is a belief a given actor holds, i.e. it is a product of the mind. Not always will an 

idea appear neatly within one sentence as the example above. More often than not, an idea must be 

analyzed through several different statements19.  

3.1.4. IDEAS AND INSTITUTIONS 

An important part of understanding ideas is to understand why and how an idea matter. Campbell (2004) 

criticizes DI for not having properly described the mechanisms through which ideas matter, yet many argue 

that ideas matter because ideas are what people use to understand, frame, transform, build and challenge 

institutions (Campbell & Pedersen, 2001a; Hay, 2011).  

Institution is similar to idea a very elusive concept. Béland and Waddan (2015: 176) define institutions as 

“the embedded rules of the political game”. For Campbell (2001: 161) institutions are the “formal and 

informal rules and procedures, such as those codified in the law”. Hay (2006: 58) is focused more on ideas in 

defining “institutions as codified systems of ideas and the practices they sustain”. The common thing for 

most DI scholars is that institutions constrain, guide, motivate and sustain certain behavior (Campbell, 

2004; Hay, 2006; Kjær & Pedersen, 2001). For Hay (2001; 2011) and Campbell (2002) ideas can become 

institutionalized in e.g. law and thereby have a constraining effect on future behavior as well as future 

ideas. DI understands institutions as less stable than in the other new institutionalism, because institutions 

are built on ideas, and thus ideas can challenge and transform institutions (Schmidt 2008; Hay 2006; 2011; 

Campbell 2001). In this way DI allows agency to play a role in understanding institutional change (and 

stability).  

Institutions constrain behavior (as in the other new institutionalism) and in most cases historic 

institutionalist and DI scholars do not disagree about what constitutes an institution e.g. the way Congress 

passes law or what the rules are for funding PROs. Yet institutions also constrain thinking (what Hay calls 

ideational path dependency (Hay, 2011). Combined with the insight that institutions are changeable when 

challenged by ideas we have identified a close and complex relationship between ideas and institutions. 
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 See section 2.4.5. 
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The researcher must not only analyze how institutions affect and constrain behavior but also how agents 

try to change or uphold existing institutions (Hay 2006, 2011; Schmidt 2008; 2010; 2011).  

3.1.5. DIFFERENT TYPOLOGIES OF IDEAS 

Having defined what an idea is and the link with institutions, I now turn to the different typologies of ideas 

from the literature. Different types of ideas have different effects (Campbell, 2004; Metha, 2011) thus 

discussing different types of ideas can lead us closer to understanding what role ideas play. Many scholars 

who use ideas as explanatory variable develop typologies of ideas (Rasmussen 2014). I have identified three 

different criteria for separating different types of ideas: Generality, logic and temporality. 

Firstly, the most common separation of ideas is generality i.e. whether an idea is specific/articulated/in the 

foreground or if an idea is in the background of debates/taken for granted/unarticulated (Béland, 2009; 

Campbell, 1998; Hay, 2001; Metha, 2011; Schmidt, 2011). The number of levels varies. Metha (2011) 

distinguishes between three levels: policy solutions, problem definitions, public philosophies. Hall operates 

with three orders of social learning: adjustment to existing policy instruments, changing of the instrument 

and changing the goal/paradigm (Hay, 2001). Campbell (2004) and Schmidt (2008) both distinguish 

between two levels: foreground and background ideas.  

There is a common held assumption that general ideas constrain specific ideas (Campbell, 2004; Metha, 

2011; Rasmussen, 2014). Campbell (2004) argues that background ideas, which he calls paradigms, limit 

what ideas agents can present. For example, if in a given country it is assumed that the state is inefficient in 

alleviating environmental problems, then the idea of C&C regulation administered by the state is a very 

difficult idea to put into policy. Similarly Hay (2011) argues that an ideational path dependency can occur 

when an idea has become institutionalized, and thereby limit future ideas and political action. An example 

of this could be the EU’s adoption of cap-and-trade which will limit what ideas that will be relevant in the 

future (e.g. a carbon tax is not a viable option anymore)  

Secondly, some researchers distinguish between cognitive and normative ideas (Blyth, 2002; Campbell, 

2004; Schmidt, 2008). Cognitive ideas refer to a logic of usefulness whereas normative ideas refer to a logic 

of appropriateness i.e. what is considered legitimate. Metha (2011) does not find this distinction useful as 

he claims that most ideas presented will have both a reference to usefulness as well as a reference to 

values. However, as is argued by Schmidt (2008) and Campbell (2004), there is a distinction between 

referring to usefulness and value because they tend to work well with different audiences. Schmidt (2008) 

distinguishes between coordinative discourses (discourse among policymakers) and communicative 

discourses (discourse between policymakers and the public). In the coordinative discourse cognitive ideas 
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carry more weight and in the communicative discourse normative ideas carry more weight. Campbell 

(2004) argues similarly, that normative ideas are used by different types of agents (framers and public 

support groups), whereas cognitive ideas are produced by and disseminated mainly amongst thinkers, 

academics and policymakers. For an idea to be successful it has to fit the normative background ideas of 

the public support groups, i.e. the public sentiment, whereas cognitive arguments are meant to persuade 

policymakers. 

Thirdly, some scholars either implicitly or explicitly argue that there is temporal element to ideas or argue 

that different types of ideas come in a specific sequence (Blyth, 2002; Hay, 2001; Metha, 2011; Schmidt, 

2008). Blyth (2002) is most explicit about this. His model of how ideas become institutionalized is a five step 

sequential model, where the sequence of the steps is important for the successful institutionalization of an 

idea.  

Originally, this study intended to follow Blyth’s model because it is a convincing way of arguing that ideas 

matter. However, the process tracing analysis like the one Blyth has done does not suit the purpose of this 

thesis because this thesis looks only at one point in time (2000-2009) and the focus is not demonstrating 

causality. However, the insight from Blyth is still applied especially his argument that a problem (crisis) 

definition must come before a blueprint for new institutions can be presented successfully.  

Not taking into account the temporal typologies of ideas Campbell (2004) produces the following matrix 

which will be the point of departure for developing the analytical framework in section 3.2: 

          Type 

Level 

Cognitive ideas Normative ideas 

Foreground Programs Frames 

Background Cognitive paradigm Public Sentiment 

Figure 1 –Campbell (1998: 385)  

3.1.6. DEFINING THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF IDEAS 

Cognitive paradigms are the “taken-for-granted descriptions and theoretical analyses that specify cause and 

effect relationships, that reside in the background of policy debates and that limit the range of alternatives 

policy makers are likely to perceive as useful” (Campbell, 2002: 22). An often cited example of a paradigm is 

neoliberalism (Campbell & Pedersen, 2001b); however, paradigms also entail assumptions about what role 
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the family plays20 in the provision of child and elderly care. Paradigms originate first and foremost from 

academia and think tanks and are thus closely connected to grand theories of economics and politics 

(Campbell, 2004). 

Programs are “precise causal ideas… specifying how to solve particular problems” (Campbell, 2002: 28). 

Metha (2011) argue that programs can only transform institutions when it fits an agreed upon problem 

definition and a window of opportunity exists. Campbell (2004) and Bernstein (2001) argue that programs 

must fit background ideas in order for the idea to be accepted and ultimately institutionalized21.  Programs 

can also outline “blueprints” for new institutions that can solve a perceived crisis (Blyth, 2002).  

Campbell’s definition of framing is less productive as he defines them as the normative ideas located in the 

foreground (Campbell, 2002). However, he describes frames as something elites use to legitimize and 

justify decisions. One way elites can do this is through value amplification, a concept used extensively by 

Béland (2009): “Value amplification refers to the identification, idealization, and elevation of one or more 

values presumed basic to prospective constituents” (Snow et al. 1986, in Béland, 2009: 706). This concept 

highlights how elites can legitimize a certain decision by framing it in connection with a certain value often 

found in the public sentiment. Similar to this concept Blyth (2001) refer to ideas as weapons that are used 

to delegitimize the existing institutional regime, decisions or policy proposals, arguably the opposite of 

value amplification.  

Public sentiment are ideas “that constrain action by limiting the range of alternatives that elites are likely to 

perceive acceptable to the public” (Campbell, 1998: 385). These are the ideas Béland refers to as values 

when talking about value amplification. The policy presented by a certain actor must resonate with the 

public sentiment for it to appear legitimate. If this is not the case it is very unlikely that the policy will be 

successful (Campbell, 2004).  

A fifth category of ideas that Campbell (1998; 2002; 2004) does not deal too much with is problem 

definitions which is a shame as these are very useful for understanding political action. What actions a 

given actor pursues is driven very much by his understanding and definition of the problem (Blyth, 2002; 

Cox, 2001; Metha, 2011). Problem definitions can be either articulated or implicit in the problem solutions 

put forward. Some issues, such as unemployment, are widely assumed to be a problem that does not need 

an explanation, whereas most issues need explicit problem definitions. Metha (2011) argues that “problem 

                                                           
20

 It is important to note the difference between “plays” and “should play”. The first is a cognitive idea, the other is a 

normative idea. 
21 Remember that this is part of the paradox. Cap-and-trade fits the US normative background ideas yet still the idea 
was not successful. 
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definition” is in between policy solutions and paradigms in terms of generality. Problem definitions can be 

used both as a normative and as a cognitive idea (Metha, 2011). For example climate change can be 

constructed as a cognitive problem “modeling the future climate change leads to costs of 5% to 20% of 

GDP”, or as a normative problem “we need to take good care of mother earth”.  

3.2. THE APPLIED ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

Having outlined the DI approach and some of the debates within DI, I will in this section describe how I will 

apply this approach and use it in the content analysis of the PRO reports. I will utilize the following 

analytical framework. 

         Type 

Level 

Cognitive ideas 

 

Normative ideas 

Foreground Programs Frames 

 Problem definitions 

Background Paradigm Public sentiment 

Table 3.2.1: Analytical framework 

A few justifications are needed. I distinguish between three levels of generality of ideas and not two as 

Campbell (2004). The lack of problem definition in Campbell’s work is a serious omission in my opinion, 

because the idea of what problems that needs to be dealt with is a crucial element of what policy solution 

one can implement (Blyth, 2002; Cox, 2001; Metha, 2011). Campbell (1998) treats problem definitions as 

part of the paradigm but this neglect the role problem definitions have. Especially, with regards to climate 

change, the problem definition is not taken-for-granted and can thus not be part of the paradigm. 

 Next, I will distinguish between cognitive and normative ideas. This is fruitful because there is a big 

difference in arguing that cap-and-trade is efficient (cognitive) and that cap-and-trade is intrusive 

regulation (normative). Campbell (2004) also forcefully argues that different types of ideas have different 

effects (e.g. different types of ideas are used by different types of actors). This will also show in the analysis 

where almost all ideas identified are cognitive, thus supporting Campbell’s claim that think tanks mainly 

produce cognitive ideas.  
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I will focus on the following type of ideas: programs, frames, problem definitions and paradigms. Public 

sentiment is not an idea that can be identified in PRO reports because these are only evident in polls or 

comments from big membership based interest groups (e.g. American Association of Retired Persons or the 

National Rifle Association). Other types of ideas can often be characterized as a subtype of one of these five 

types of ideas. For example, value amplification is one sort of frame.  

I will identify these four different types of ideas in the content analysis using the coded reports and the 

condensation and thus establish what programs are presented, what frames are used to 

legitimize/delegitimize their programs, what problems do the knowledge regime actors construct and what 

paradigms influence and constrain their ideas22. 

3.3. KNOWLEDGE REGIM E  

The foregoing sections laid out the DI theory and the analytical framework of the content analysis I will 

utilize. This section will discuss: where ideas come from which has been a serious omission in the DI 

literature so far (Rasmussen, 2014). Few exceptions exist. Haas (2008), for instance, analyze how epistemic 

communities produce ideas. The problem with this approach is that it looks at the substance of ideas, as 

the theory assumes that the experts in the epistemic community agree on most ideas and assumptions 

(Rasmussen, 2014). This approach neglects the differences in opinion that exists within a field of experts 

which can lead to power struggles and subsequently hierarchies, alliances or competition. Also epistemic 

community theory with its focus on a limited group of individuals is not well suited to be applied to the 

analysis of policy research organizations (PROs) in the US.  

Campbell and Pedersen’s (2014) concept of a knowledge regime is much better suited to analyze a field of 

idea producers. The knowledge regime is equivalent to the policymaking regime23 or the production 

regime24, however, within the realm of creating ideas. Their main claim is that knowledge regimes vary 

across different national settings. These nationally specific knowledge regimes are populated by various 

types of PROs which act in accordance with nationally specific institutions. The US knowledge regime is 

predominantly populated by think tanks, whereas these play only a limited role in Denmark. Interaction in 

the French knowledge regime is hierarchical organized whereas producing ideas are coordinated among 

                                                           
22 See also 2.4.3. and 2.4.5. 
23 Remember, policymaking regimes refer to “the organization and governance of states, political parties and other 
political institutions” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014: 7) 
24 Production regimes “involve the organization of economic activity through markets and other market-related 
institutions, which govern the interrelationships among firms, customers, employers, employees, and owners of 
capital” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014: 7) 
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German PROs (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014).  The knowledge regime concept is the frame of the thesis as it 

is within the knowledge regime I look for ideas.   

3.3.1. DEFINITION OF A KNOWLEDGE REGIME 

“Knowledge regimes are the organizational and institutional machinery that generates data, research, 

policy recommendations and other ideas that influence public debate and policymaking” (Campbell & 

Pedersen, 2014: 3).  Several points in this definition are important to spell out. Firstly, a knowledge regime 

is best understood as an organizational field, i.e. a knowledge regime is comprised of a range of 

organizations who engage in similar activities (producing ideas within a certain policy area) and who 

compete for the same resources and inputs (money, staff, media and policymakers’ attention) (Taylor & 

Cantwell, 2015). Some researchers also argue that interaction between organizations (positive or negative) 

is necessary to define it as an organizational field (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

This is however, difficult to observe without interview data, so my analysis of the knowledge regime will 

have little to say on the issue of interaction.  

Secondly, a knowledge regime refers to more than just which PROs that exist in a given country. It is equally 

important to look at how institutions govern the behaviour of PROs. This is evident in Denmark which has 

seen a proliferation of think tanks (CEPOS, KRAKA, CEVEA, CONCITO etc.) yet their impact on the knowledge 

regime is limited as the institutional machinery guides central PROs towards consensus and negotiation 

(which the private think tanks are not part of) (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014). 

Thirdly, knowledge regimes produce ideas25 and these ideas have an effect on policymaking. This third 

point highlights the connection between the knowledge regime and the policymaking and production 

regimes, which will be elaborated on below.  

3.3.2. THE THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE REGIME 

Knowing what a knowledge regime is we need to put it into a context. To do that, it is appropriate to use 

the model Campbell and Pedersen (2014: 18) presents:  

                                                           
25 It is worth mentioning that knowledge regimes do not produce “knowledge”, i.e. “knowledge” is not a concept that 

Campbell and Pedersen (2014) use. By limiting the conceptual framework to only dealing with ideas it simplifies the 

analysis so that the researcher does not have to define knowledge and distinguish this concept from ideas.  I have 

chosen to follow the same approach and only use the concept “Ideas”. 
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Figure 3.3.2.1. - Knowledge regime in the political economy 

The dotted lines are relationships that have already been established in the literature. For instance ideas 

matter for what policies are implemented (Blyth, 2002; Hay & Rosamond, 2002; Parsons, 2002). The solid 

lines are the important and unique addition that Campbell and Pedersen (2014) make.  

The first two solid arrows go from the policymaking and production regimes to the knowledge regime. 

Production regimes “involve the organization of economic activity through markets and other market-

related institutions, which govern the interrelationships among firms, customers, employers, employees, 

and owners of capital” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014: 7). Examples of these institutions are corporate 

governance structures or the role of unions and employer associations. Policymaking regimes on the other 

hand refer to “the organization and governance of states, political parties and other political institutions” 

(Campbell & Pedersen, 2014: 7). Examples of these political institutions are the electoral system and 

parliamentary procedural rules.  

The knowledge regime is shaped by the production and policymaking regimes (Campbell & Pedersen, 

2014). For example, in coordinated market economies like Germany where companies work together, the 

PROs also coordinate. Similarly in France, which has a statist market economy, the knowledge regime is 

centred on state-organized PROs. The policymaking regime also has a big effect on the knowledge regime. 

In the US the policymaking regime is characterized by strong partisan differences. This affects the 

knowledge regime which is similarly governed by partisanship. Denmark on the other hand, has a 

consensus-seeking policymaking regime; hence the knowledge regime is also consensual (Campbell & 

Pedersen, 2014).  

However, knowledge regimes are not the product of the material interest of actors in the two other 

regimes. PROs can to a degree act independently depending on the institutional set up. PROs do enjoy 

some degree of autonomy, as was seen when a number of economic policy think tanks in the US tried to 
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break the partisan divide and started cooperate much more in the 2000s. Also when actors – for instance a 

political party – wants to change the knowledge regime it is not certain that the result will match the 

intentions of the actors (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014).   

The second solid line goes from knowledge regime to ideas, thus situating knowledge regimes as the 

producer of ideas and thereby filling in the gap posed in the beginning of the section. These ideas inform 

policymakers’ decisions and are used to make sense of policy problems. Campbell and Pedersen (2014) call 

the knowledge regime a “sense-making apparatus”. However, it is important to remember that the 

knowledge regime is not a gathering of organizations which agrees on a specific idea (as in the epistemic 

community approach). Which ideas that will inform policymakers and help make sense of problems is a 

contested and often competitive process, especially in the more competitive knowledge regimes such as 

the American. Several different and competing paradigms or ideas can exist at the same time and which 

ideas that win out will depend on several factors such as the institutions in the different regimes as well as 

what ideas key actors hold (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014).  

3.3.3. DIFFERENT KNOWLEDGE REGIMES – DIFFERENT IDEAS 

The second solid line in figure 3.3.2.1 raises an interesting question. If knowledge regimes produce ideas, 

do national specific knowledge regimes produce national specific ideas? Campbell and Pedersen (2014) find 

that different knowledge regimes produce different ideas and that some knowledge regimes produce 

consistently similar ideas whereas others shift between sets of ideas.  It seems to be the case that 

knowledge regime produce ideas that is consistent and fit the characteristics of the knowledge regime: The 

US ideas shifted according to which ideology was in power fitting the partisan character of the knowledge 

regime, the French produced ideas that included a big role for the state, Germany producing scientifically 

founded ideas and Denmark produces ideas within the established consensus on universal welfare. They 

cautiously acknowledge that their study is only an indicative one and more research should go into the 

question of whether specific knowledge regimes produce specific ideas. 

Rasmussen (2014: 11) looks further into this particular question and finds that “not only does the 

organization of knowledge regime vary. So do the ideas they produce.” In an analysis of how the knowledge 

regimes of Denmark, Germany and UK treat the idea of national competitiveness Rasmussen finds, that 

even though many similarities in the produced ideas existed, there were significant differences. Especially 

with regards to the relationship between competitiveness, and social protection Rasmussen found 

differences in the produced ideas. For instance, the UK knowledge regime did only to a very little extent 

analyze the relationship between competitiveness and social protection, the German knowledge regime 
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perceived a trade-off whereas the Danish knowledge regime perceived a mutual beneficial relationship 

between the two. Rasmussen (2014) does not relate the difference in ideas with institutional differences in 

the knowledge regime. He simply confirms Campbell and Pedersen (2014) in that different knowledge 

regimes do produce different ideas, but neither of them looks into if the difference in content of the ideas 

can be ascribed to the institutional differences in the knowledge regime.  

3.3.4. DEVELOPING THE THEORY FURTHER 

Several issues need to be considered when applying the knowledge regime theory. First and foremost, to 

what extent does different issue specific knowledge regimes exist within each nation? Campbell and 

Pedersen (2014) and Rasmussen (2014) have only analyzed knowledge regimes that deal with economic 

policy ideas. In the case of cap-and-trade one would assume that not only economic PROs but also 

environmental and climate change oriented PROs would play a significant role. Does this fact change the 

institutions governing the knowledge regime? I will in the first part of the analysis argue that it is highly 

likely that there exists an organizational field with a set of institutions, which I will identify as the climate 

change policy knowledge regime in the US. However, this is difficult to do without interview data, thus the 

analysis should be seen in this light.  

Secondly, I will look into how institutions affect the ideas produced in a given knowledge regime. Neither 

Campbell and Pedersen (2014) nor Rasmussen (2014) goes into much depth with linking the difference in 

ideas produced with the specific institutional machinery in the knowledge regime. In chapter 6 I will analyze 

to what extent the ideas present in the knowledge regime is related to the institutional machinery 

governing the knowledge regime.   
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4. THE US CLIMATE CHANGE POLICY 

KNOWLEDGE REGIME 

The theory and methodology sections outlined the approach of how to analyze the ideas produced in the 

knowledge regime: Content analysis of sample of reports from policy research organizations (PROs) in the 

US climate change policy knowledge regime. Before starting this task it is necessary to analyze whether a 

climate change policy knowledge regime exists or not. This section will look back to the definition and 

description of knowledge regime (section 3.3.) and see if it is possible to identify a knowledge regime on 

climate change policy. I will also outline some of the activities which the PROs in this organizational field 

engage in as well as discuss what institutions is governing this particular knowledge regime. 

As stated above I will rely on PRO reports and secondary sources (the existing literature and websites) and 

not interview data26. These sources, however, show that it is very likely that a climate change policy 

knowledge regime exists. 

4.1. THE ORGANIZATIONAL FIELD 

What PROs would be in the organizational field of the climate change policy knowledge regime assuming 

that it does exists? I have identified a range of PROs that all engage in a similar activity which is creating 

policy ideas within the field of climate change policy27. Remember that engaging in similar activities is a 

characteristic of an organizational field.28 The PROs vary in type: Some are full-service such as Brookings, 

Heritage Foundation, or Congressional Research Service while others are more focused on a single issue like 

World Resource Institute, Council on Foreign Relations or Institute for International Economics. The single 

issue PROs are not all focused on environment or climate change. Some are focused on economic while 

others are focused on foreign policy, and their ideas about climate change are affected by their point of 

departure. There are both advocacy think tanks such as The Progressive Policy Institute, scholarly think 

tanks such as RAND and many mixed PROs for instance Center for American Progress. Additionally, both 

public PROs such as Environmental Protection Agency’s Office of Research and Development, and 

                                                           
26

 See section 2.4.1. 
27 The process of creating an overview of these PROs is described above in the data collection section 2.4.2. The 

different types of PROs are also defined in this section.  
28

 See section 3.3.1. 
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university PROs such as MIT’s Center for Energy and Environmental Policy Research are active in producing 

climate change policy ideas.  

Many of the PROs engage in climate change policy in the same way. Especially the use of economic 

modeling of costs of the policy and the use of analyzing previous example of cap-and-trade (learning) is 

widely used by the PROs in the sample. Seven out of eight PROs sampled engage in learning, some as a 

mere side note (e.g. Manhattan Institute 2009b) others as fully fledged analyses of all previous cap-and-

trade systems (C2ES 2003). Six out of eight sampled PROs use models in their analyses. Some are short 

references (e.g. CRS 2007) while others use modeling insights more extensively (e.g. RFF 2008). The models 

are primarily used to estimate costs of cap-and-trade as well as compare the effectiveness of different 

design components in cap-and-trade. This research and generation of data matches the requirements in 

the definition of the knowledge regime and are thus a good first indication that a knowledge regime on 

climate change policy exists29.  

These organizations compete for a range of inputs – a second characteristic of an organization field. All the 

private organizations compete for donations. Tax rules in the US incentivize private donations to think 

tanks (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014); however, as all resources, donations are finite and thus each PRO need 

to compete for these donations. The public PROs are publically funded and thus do not compete for these 

donations. However, all PROs compete for a finite amount of economists and other social scientists in order 

to conduct the analyses, as well as both public and private PROs compete for attention in order to become 

or remain relevant.  

With regards to interaction between the PROs – a third characteristic of an organizational field - it is 

difficult to establish, without conducting interviews. A lot of cooperation might not be publically visible, 

neither will one PRO’s effort to monitor and react to another PRO’s work, a sign of competitive behavior. 

However, there are a range of publically available indications that PROs interact – at least with those PROs 

which they agree with. First a look at the reference lists of the sample report show that the PROs use each 

other’s work. Brookings for example refers to Resources for the Future, Congressional Budget Office, 

Center for Energy and Environment Policy Research and others. Center for Climate and Energy Solutions 

refers to the Department of Energy, MIT and American Council for Capital Formation. James Baker III 

Institute held a conference with several university and government representatives as well as think tanks 

representatives. RFF refers to Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, RAND cooperation and Brookings. 

Other more direct interaction also occurs. For example, Peterson Institute for International Economics (IIE) 

                                                           
29

 This paragraph is based on insights from the coded PRO reports. 



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

49 
 

and World Resource Institute (WRI) are conducting joint research on GHG emissions regulation, 

competitiveness and international trade (IIE 2008; 2009). No competitive interaction was identified which 

could be caused by information of this sort of behavior being less publically available. For example 

unwillingness to share research with other PROs due to fear of misuse (an example that Campbell and 

Pedersen (2014) observe) will not create “traces” on the internet.  

In general it seems likely that there exists an organizational field with organizations engaging in a common 

activity, which compete for the same inputs and which interacts more frequently with each other than with 

outside organizations. The two former claims have stronger empirical backing than the third. For there to 

be more than just a field of organizations there needs to be institutions that govern the field. If that is the 

case we can talk about a knowledge regime.  

4.2. THE INSTITUTIONAL MACHINERY 

The institutional machinery stems in part by the effect the policymaking regime and the production regime 

has on the knowledge regime (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014). The policymaking regime is not different for 

climate change policy than it is for economic policy. For instance, the legislative procedure in Congress is 

the same for all policy areas except the budget (O'Connor, Sabato, & Yanus, 2011) and likewise the 

electoral system is the same. Similarly, the production regime is not vastly different for energy and 

environment issues. There are no signs of unions being stronger or weaker than in the rest of the economy; 

business associations are not strong either, the laws governing relations between employers, employees 

etc are not different. On the other hand, energy markets have special regulation and electricity market in 

particular can be highly regulated, perhaps inducing energy companies to participate more in both 

policymaking regime (lobbying) and knowledge regime (contributions to think tanks). Lobbying rules are 

not differentiated by sector neither is the special tax deductions you receive from contributing money to 

think tanks. Thus by and large we can say that the production regime and the policymaking regime that 

affects the economic knowledge regime also affect the climate change policy knowledge regime and thus 

give rise to similar behavior-guiding institutions. Thus we expect the institutional machinery in the climate 

change policy knowledge regime to guide PROs towards competitive and partisan behavior, similar to that 

observed in the economic policy knowledge regime (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014). Partisan behavior could 

for example be that a PRO mostly produce reports that agrees with one of the major parties or that a PRO 

is unwilling to accept a good argument from someone which they generally disagree with.  

Regarding the competition for funding, Rich (2005) have analyzed how foundations, who are often the 

primary source of donations, donate money differently depending on whether the foundation is 
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liberal/moderate or conservative. Rich contends that liberal/moderate foundations donate money to PROs 

that presents themselves as objective and non-ideological whereas conservative foundations will donate 

money to openly ideological PROs with values consistent with the foundation’s ideology. Additionally, 

liberal/moderate foundations make project-specific donations that does not allow for much marketing or 

branding, whereas conservative foundations give money to organizations for them to spend as they please. 

These patterns of donations motivate conservative PROs to different behavior (basing their research on 

ideology) than liberal/moderate PROs (focusing on being “objective”) (Rich, 2005). This will lead to the 

analyses provided by the knowledge regime will be split in at least two groups along a partisan line 

resulting in “war of ideas” (Rich, 2005). 

Thus the institutional machinery strengthens the mechanisms of partisanship and competition in the 

knowledge regime. These mechanisms guides behavior into non-cooperation, taking sides, and 

unwillingness to compromise, resolve differences or change opinion. The funding pattern described above 

is one cause of the strong partisanship mechanism but also the policymaking regime, which has become 

increasingly polarized (Poole, 2008) would have affected the knowledge regime. Indeed, PROs to be 

relevant to policymakers must meet the demands of the policymakers and when policymakers become 

increasingly polarized (Poole, 2008) PROs is pressured to follow suit.  

Campbell and Pedersen (2014) find that some PROs in the economic policy knowledge regime try to break 

down the partisan divide; however, this analysis did not show any similar attempts in the climate change 

policy knowledge regime. Climate change policy might, thus, be even more divided than economic policy. 

This fits well with the literature that argues that climate change is becoming one of the issues that defines 

whether you are Republican or Democrat (Nisbet, 2009).  

During the content analysis it was also possible to identify some ideational institutions, i.e. ideas that are so 

taken for granted that they become practice sustaining norms. One of these norms is the superiority of 

cost-benefit analyses (CBA). As will be discussed in the analysis section CBA was not used by all institutions. 

Most PROs analyzed the costs of cap-and-trade either by the use of economic models or qualitatively by 

stating something as expensive or relatively inexpensive. Few PROs analyzed benefits of cap-and-trade 

(RFF, Manhattan Institute, JBI) yet those PROs who did not analyze the benefits were explicit about why 

analyzing benefits is not possible in the case of climate change. This indicates that CBA is an essential tool in 

the knowledge regime which you have to apply. Driesen and Bogojević (2013) come to similar conclusions 

in their comparative analysis of the US’ and the EU’s paradigms. They find that the US climate change policy 

is dominated by a CBA approach. The institution of CBA in the knowledge regime is also exhibited in the 

policymaking regime. Here, the Supreme Court can stall legislation on the basis of lack of a CBA. In a 
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Supreme Court case (Michigan et. al. v. Environmental Protection Agency et. al., 2015) over mercury 

emissions limits, a 5-4 majority ruled that:  

“It is not rational, never mind “appropriate,” to impose billions of dollars in economic 

costs in return for a few dollars in health or environmental benefits. Statutory context 

supports this reading. Section 7412(n)(1) required the EPA to conduct three studies, 

including one that reflects concern about cost, see §7412(n)(1)(B); and the Agency 

agrees that the term “appropriate and necessary” must be interpreted in light of all  

three studies.“ [emphasis added] (Michigan et. al. v. Environmental Protection Agency 

et. al., 2015) 

The lack of CBA in the EPA’s work leads to judicial consequences (the stalling of the mercury limiting 

regulation) points to a strong CBA institution in the policymaking regime. This institution is nothing new. 

According to Farber (2009) regulatory agencies have been required to perform CBA in 30 years. Based on 

the content analysis, it seems likely that this institution has spilled over into the knowledge regime.  

The point of this is to show that there are indeed a number of institutions that guide the behavior in the 

climate change policy knowledge regime, not to make a full map of all institutions in the knowledge regime. 

The analysis above shows that the organizational field as first identified does in fact have institutional rules 

and norms, and thus we can conclude that it is very likely that a climate change policy knowledge regime 

exists. Having established this, the content analysis is the next step.  
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5. CONTENT ANALYSIS 

This section will show the results of the content analysis that started with a thorough coding process 

(Appendix 4), followed by a condensation of the coded material (Appendix 5). The final step in the content 

analysis is to analyze the condensation by applying the discursive institutionalist concepts laid out in section 

3.2. This analysis will be followed up by an analysis and discussion about the relationship between the 

identified ideas and between the ideas and the knowledge regime (chapter 6).  

The content analysis builds on the systematic coding and condensation process, hence, the interpretation I 

present are firmly grounded in the empirical data. I will use representative quotes to strengthen my claims, 

i.e. not the most extreme quotes but the quotes that best encapsulate an idea.  

5.1. PROGRAMS  

Programs are “precise causal ideas… specifying how to solve particular problems” (Campbell, 2002: 28). The 

range of programs offered in the US knowledge regime on climate change goes from cap-and-trade and 

carbon taxes over adaptation to not taking any action on climate change. For those PROs that argue that 

regulation is needed to solve the climate change problem30 most favor a market approach – either a tax or 

a cap-and-trade with a main focus on cap-and-trade. C&C regulation which has traditionally been the go-to 

type of environmental regulation is discarded by all PROs though some argue that C&C can play a 

secondary role along a cap-and-trade system. A range of other programs are presented: energy tax, 

increased nuclear energy, adaptation to the consequences of climate change etc. I will describe each in 

turn: 

The most widely presented program is cap-and-trade31. The wide consensus about the specificities of a cap-

and-trade system advocated is noteworthy and I will outline the main points here:  

 Auctioning of allowances: “Most economists agree that auctioning is the most efficient 

allocation mechanism” (Center for American Progress 2007: 4). Even Manhattan Institute who 

opposes climate change regulation argues that a cap-and-trade system must be based on 

auctioning allowances.  

 Banking and borrowing of allowances between trading periods or years: Flexibility mechanisms 

such as banking and borrowing of allowances should be included: “Although banking provides 

                                                           
30 More on how this problem is defined in 5.3. 
31

 This is not surprising given that reports dealing with cap-and-trade were selected.  



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

53 
 

environmental and cost-saving gains, its greatest advantage may lie in the flexibility it provides 

for dealing with uncertainties.” (C2ES 2003: 37) 

 International linkages: It should to some extent be linked to other cap-and-trade systems: “In 

the long run, linking of the U.S. cap-and-trade system with cap-and-trade systems in other 

countries or regions, such as the EU ETS, will clearly be desirable to reduce the overall cost of 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions and achieving any future global concentration targets” 

(Brookings 2007: 28) 

 Clear definition: the allowances should be clearly defined to allow for trading without 

preapproval from regulator: “emissions trading has worked best when the allowances or 

credits being traded are clearly defined and tradable without case-by-case certification” (C2ES 

2003: ii) 

 Carbon leakage: Carbon leakage is a potential problem yet one that can be managed rather 

easily through compensating the affected industries with either free allowances or revenue 

from the auctioning: “US legislation must seek to ensure that taking aggressive steps to reduce 

emissions at home does not force US industry to migrate abroad, undermining the 

effectiveness of domestic climate policy in the process…. making it [carbon leakage] a 

manageable and affordable problem to solve with allowance revenue” (IIE 2009: 2) 

There are only minor points of disagreement within the above mentioned consensus and some 

disagreement about the use of price ceilings and/or price floors for the allowance price.  

There is also wide agreement about the superiority of cap-and-trade vis-à-vis other methods of limiting 

GHG emissions. Cap-and-trade is superior to traditional C&C measures because of the flexibility of the 

market-like approach, and the lack of information problems that have characterized C&C regulation. Cap-

and-trade minimizes costs by allowing companies to reduce GHG emissions where and when it is cheapest. 

Also cap-and-trade is said to have “environmental certainty” and incentivize R&D in clean energy 

(Brookings 2007; C2ES32, CRS, RFF, JBI 2008a)  

“The key attraction of emissions trading is the expectation that giving firms the flexibility to 

trade emissions allowances will lead to a distribution of emissions reductions that equates the 

marginal cost of emissions reductions among all the firms regulated under the emissions cap, 

and thereby minimizes the overall compliance cost of meeting the cap” (RFF 2008: 3) 

                                                           
32 Where statements or meaning are present in all the reports surveyed by one PRO only the name or the acronym is 
reported. This is done to make it easier for the reader to keep track of the different positions as well as highlight the 
organizations which present different or opposing views in their reports.  



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

54 
 

Different PROs claim that most economists argue for a cap-and-trade system to be the preferred method of 

reducing GHG emissions (RFF; Brookings, Center for American Progress). Very few of these claims are 

contested by those PROs opposing cap-and-trade. Only the fact that cap-and-trade will be costly is raised as 

an argument against cap-and-trade33 yet this amounts not to a criticism of the cap-and-trade method but as 

a criticism of taking action on climate change which is related to the problem definition discussed later. 

“Waxman-Markey [cap-and-trade bill] would impose annual costs of about $1,100 per 

household (a little less than 1 percent of total consumption) by 2050” (Manhattan 2009: 1)  

 Some PROs favor a carbon tax over a cap-and-trade system because of the “price certainty” whereas cap-

and-trade has “emissions certainty”. These PROs also note that any of the two systems would be good.  

“If we go with cap-and-trade, I would be perfectly happy. I would prefer a carbon tax, but I 

think that any carbon pricing is desirable” (JBI 2008a: 32) 

Concluding on these observations, it is clear that it is not because of divergent ideas about the design of 

cap-and-trade or the disagreement about advantages of cap-and-trade that the US policymaking regime 

has not implemented a cap-and-trade. There is a wide consensus on both the advantages of cap-and-trade 

vis-à-vis other programs and how to design it most effectively. 

Traditional C&C regulation as a way to limit GHG emissions is not an idea presented in the knowledge 

regime. Some PROs give C&C regulation a secondary/supportive role in a cap-and-trade system (especially 

Center for American Progress). C&C is mostly criticized for being inefficient and costly (Manhattan Institute, 

Brookings, C2ES, CRS, JBI, RFF). 

There are other programs presented in sample reports however addressing slightly other problems. 

Adaptation is mentioned by a range of PROs as an alternative strategy to reduce the costs of climate 

change. Brookings (2004) designs a special cap-and-trade program that takes a perceived trade-off 

between mitigation and adaptation into account through a range of design measures. Other PROs argue 

that adaptation is cheaper because of the uncertainty of climate change (JBI 2008b; Manhattan Institute; 

Brookings, 2001). A range of other programs such as increasing nuclear energy production, tax on energy, 

investing in economic growth etc are proposed by Manhattan Institute, JBI (2008b) and Brookings (2001). 

Many of these are peculiar. For example Manhattan Institute does not believe in climate change as a 

                                                           
33 It is interesting to compare this to the debate prior to the adoption of the EU ETS. Rusche (2010) describes how 

several design issues were widely debated including linking with Kyoto credits, absolute or relative allowances, and 

whether the EU Emissions Trading System should be voluntary or mandatory.  
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serious problem (see problem definitions below) however, they still suggest increased nuclear energy to 

reduce GHG emissions. These alternative programs are scattered and diverse and thus have mainly a 

distorting effect on the overall picture.  

5.2. FRAMES 

The PROs mostly present cognitive ideas, i.e. ideas that refer to usefulness and cause-effect relationships, 

however, some frames are identified in the content analysis. Frames are foreground ideas refering to 

legitimacy, values and appropriateness and are mostly used by public relations companies, interest groups 

and politicians within the communicative discourse (Campbell, 2004; Schmidt, 2008).   

One frame presented by Brookings (2001) is that cap-and-trade is not a market mechanism. Cap-and-trade 

is government regulation in disguise. In this frame Brookings (2001) try to disconnect the concept of cap-

and-trade with the widely supported concept - especially in America (Poole, 2008) – of free markets. This 

frame attacks the idea of cap-and-trade which in most other instances is presented as having all the 

qualities of a market.  Similarly Manhattan Institute talks about cap-and-trade to be bureaucratic, 

expensive, and nothing like a free market. This is a powerful frame if people accept the idea because the 

concept “markets” is so important in the US context. For the same reasons supporters of cap-and-trade go 

to great lengths to frame cap-and-trade as a market mechanism, however, these arguments are often less 

value-laden and more cognitive. 

“the larger problem is that "market mechanisms" aren't markets—they are simply schemes to 

use taxes and quotas to reach politically determined objectives.” (Brookings 2001: 1) 

5.3. PROBLEM DEFINITION 

The content analysis shows that there is no single problem definition to which every PRO subscribe and 

which guides all policy solutions presented. Most notably, a debate has revolved around the climate change 

science. Additionally, some PROs argue that avoiding climate change is incompatible with more important 

goals such as energy security. This section will look at the different problem definition identified in the 

reports.  

A range of PROs use climate change science to construct a problem definition stating that climate change is 

happening and caused by humans (CRS, Center for American Progress, C2ES, Brookings 2007, IIE, RFF, JBI 

2008a). However, this problem definition is rarely very elaborate. Often there are only a few introductory 

remarks about the scientific consensus on climate change with only a few reports having more than two 
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remarks on this issue. In other reports the problem is not defined and only the programs are presented 

making the problem definition implicit.  

“human activities emit greenhouse gases that influence the climate, with potentially serious 

effects. Details have been revised or refined, but the basic conclusion of the risks persists.” (CRS 

2007: 1) 

Going deeper into this problem definition it is obvious that it have two components. The first component of 

the problem definition is that humans are causing the climate to change. The second component is that the 

changing climate has consequences for life on earth. With regards to the consequences of climate change 

these are often also just hinted at in introductory remarks or left out. Many reports highlight expected 

temperature increases, sea level rises or increased frequency of extreme weather events and some reports 

argue that costs of climate change for society will be enormous (Brookings 2004; 2007, CRS, Center for 

American Progress) . However, these remarks take up only a small part of the reports. Only CRS spend 

much time on the issue of problem definition34. The other PROs (Center for American Progress, C2ES, 

Brookings 2007, IIE, RFF, JBI 2008a) take the problem definition for granted, something that is not up for 

discussion.  

Summing up, the most prevalent, yet often implicit, problem definition identified in the sample reports is 

that man-made climate change is happening and will have large consequences economically and 

environmentally. I will refer to this problem definition as the “climate change problem” problem definition. 

The “climate change problem” problem definition is not hegemonic in the US knowledge regime. Contrary 

to what we saw with the programmatic ideas there is more resistance coming from some parts of the 

knowledge regime with regards to the problem definition. Manhattan Institute, Brookings (2001) and JBI 

(2008b) all have alternative problem definitions based on their view on climate change science and on their 

perceptions of the link between GHG mitigation and other policy areas. Also, they try to challenge the 

“climate change problem” problem definition. 

Manhattan Institute (2007) is the most vocal PRO about challenging “conventional” climate science as well 

as presenting alternative problem definitions. Manhattan Institute states that warming occurred more 

profoundly from 1900 to 1950 than it did from 1950 to 1999, however, CO2 have increased in a linear 

                                                           
34 Surveying Brookings’, Center for American Progress’ and RFF’s websites very little material about the scientific 

justification for climate change being a problem was found. C2ES had substantial material about why climate change is 

a problem (C2ES, 2008a; C2ES, 2016). These findings do not change the fact that the problem definitions in the cap-

and-trade reports are short and/or implicit.  
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fashion35. They also argue that temperatures fluctuate naturally. Manhattan does not disprove climate 

change science yet they question it, or as Mooney (2006) calls it “manufacturing uncertainty”. Manhattan is 

very explicit about arguing against the certitude of mainstream climate change science:  

“To what degree are human-induced greenhouse gases responsible for warming the 

atmosphere? The answer is unclear. Despite the certitude with which the media and politicians 

treat the issue, the science remains muddled.” (Manhattan Institute 2007: 17)  

It is clear that Manhattan is challenging the “climate change problem” problem definition by challenging 

the science supporting the problem definition.  

Brookings (2001) similarly to Manhattan Institute attacks the problem definition “climate change problem”. 

Brookings argues that the science is uncertain and hence the expected benefits of mitigating GHG 

emissions are very small compared to the costs. Climate change is constructed as only a very small problem 

indicated by the policy solution that Brookings (2001) presents: use resources to grow the economy.  

What problems do the PROs that reject the “climate change problem” problem definition construct? There 

is no single alternative problem definition, thus I will describe them in turn starting with the Manhattan 

Institute. At a point they state that GHG stems from burning fossil fuels and present policy solutions to limit 

GHG emissions: Clean coal (i.e. carbon capture and storage), extend coal produced energy to poor 

countries to replace dirtier wood fired energy production, and lastly increased nuclear energy. Later, coal 

consumption and nuclear energy are presented as the only realistic options for providing energy. Finally, 

climate change is argued to occur naturally and frames scientific consensus as something that shifts often. 

In the Policy Implications section Manhattan (2007) concludes by favoring increased domestic oil 

production and nuclear power; removing support for bio-fuels and renewable energy; supporting CCS, 

hydrogen energy and nuclear fission; and not taking extreme steps to limit GHG emissions due to the 

limited understanding of climate change.  

“Be wary of taking extreme steps to deal with global warming based on an incomplete 

understanding of the role of humans in affecting climate change.” (Manhattan Institute 2007: 

36) 

                                                           
35 Recall, that this thesis will not evaluate the claims about the climate change science. I merely observe that the 

consensus within climate change scientists match the “climate change problem” problem definition (IPCC, 2007). As 

stated, above the reader should keep in mind that this researcher aligns himself with the consensus view (see section 

2.1.2.) 
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All in all a range of problem definitions are detectable: Climate change is not a huge problem because of 

only limited signs of warming; climate change is natural and hence we cannot do anything about it; climate 

change can potentially be a big problem however, this is connected to a problem of lack of cheap 

alternative energy sources.  

 JBI (2008b) constructs two problems “lack of energy security in most western countries” and 

“consequences of global climate change is dangerous”. They find that the two problems with regards to 

many solutions work against each other, e.g. limiting burning of fossil fuels, especially coal and crude oil, 

will reduce energy security in the US. Only policies such as energy efficiency or nuclear energy solve both 

problems at the same time. This construction of competing goals or problems constructs a situation where 

policymakers need to find a balance between reaching both goals. Next, JBI goes on to frame energy 

security as the more important one since it impact both national security as well as macroeconomic 

performance.  

“restrictions on fossil fuel use could actually reduce energy security and possibly national 

security, especially in the short run” (JBI 2008b: 4) 

Likewise JBI (2008b) emphasizes the uncertainty about the climate change science as well as the natural 

fluctuations in temperature that could be the cause of the warming we see at the moment. Hence, JBI 

firmly puts energy security as the more important goal and conclude that we can worry about climate 

change later either through adaptation to the potential consequences of climate change or remediation 

after the climate change consequences have happened. The fact that remediation is presented as a policy 

solution gives a clear sign that JBI does not believe climate change to be a big problem: 

 “No matter how important climate change is as a goal, it is not the only policy goal” (JBI 

2008b: 47). 

Lastly, many PROs use the aspect of time in their problem definition construction. It matters whether the 

problem is urgent or the solution can wait to the future. Many PROs argue that global warming is a “stock 

problem” i.e. it is the amount of GHG in the atmosphere and not the flow of GHG emissions that causes 

global warming (JBI, Brookings, CRS). This allows JBI (2008b) and Brooking (2004) construct “potential 

global warming” as a future problem which does not require an immediate solution. 

“As long as there is uncertainty about the costs or benefits of control, there may be an option 

value to delaying a particular course of action.” (JBI 2008b: 21) 
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Brookings (2007), CRS and JBI (2008a) use the “stock problem” characterization to construct the problem as 

a pressing issue since the stock is limited.  

It is important to put policies in place quickly, because energy infrastructure is not easily 

replaced or retired from service. With every delay, future emissions are being locked in for 

decades by the traditional infrastructure currently under construction (JBI 2008a: 61) 

This difference is important since the sense of urgency plays a big part in the construction of the problem 

definition (Cox, 2001). If the problem is only a future problem, reform is not necessary now. This “future 

problem” construction fits the science uncertainty that these PROs emphasize. Similarly, the “urgent 

problem” definition fits well with the “climate change problem” problem definition.  

In general we see much more diversity in the ideas about problem definitions than was seen in both frames 

and programs. There is no consensus on a problem definition: the one presented by most PROs is attacked 

ferociously by other PROs. The alternatives to the mainstream problem definition are diffuse and 

inconsistent and the main thing these problem definitions have in common is their opposition to the 

“climate change problem” problem definition.  

5.4. PARADIGMS  

Paradigms are the “taken-for-granted descriptions and theoretical analyses that specify cause and effect 

relationships, that reside in the background of policy debates and that limit the range of alternatives policy 

makers are likely to perceive as useful” (Campbell 2002: 22). Paradigms are general ideas in the sense that 

they are background/taken for granted ideas. Thus, paradigms constrain the programmatic ideas and 

problem definitions that can be constructed, by limiting what issues can constitute a problem and what 

programs one perceive as useful36 (Campbell, 2004).  

One of the major parts of a cognitive paradigm is the functioning of government and markets in the society 

(Metha, 2011). How a market functions and how the government functions are so fundamental for what 

causal relationship people perceive to exist that these are often taken for granted and uncontestable. For 

example, a Friedman monetarist has great faith in the usefulness of the markets and its ability to solve 

problems in the best and most efficient ways (Friedman, 1962) however; he sees government as inclined to 

fail through regulatory capture that hampers economic activity (Olson, 1965; Peltzman, 1989; Stigler, 

                                                           
36

 Mehta (2011) explains how foreground ideas can affect background ideas; however, this happens only rarely 
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1971). A person holding these views will find it difficult to accept that the market is fallible or that 

government regulation is needed to solve a problem.   

Not many PROs describe their ideas about how government or markets work directly in their reports; 

however, their attitude towards regulation is one indicator. Manhattan Institute’s demonization of 

bureaucracy and “useless” regulation indicates that they ascribe to a free-market, limited government 

paradigm where regulation often does more bad than it does “good”. Market forces are instigator of 

progress and solve problems: 

“The process of moving beyond a petroleum-based economy is happening not because of 

government targets or imperial dictates but because that is the direction that free markets 

appear to be leading us. Market forces are spurring the electrification of the economy” 

(Manhattan Institute 2007: 36) 

When Brookings and C2ES talks about alleviating market failures it indicates a different paradigm where 

government should play a role in areas where markets are not working properly. These PROs represent a 

pragmatic view37 where both markets and government are fallible, and the purpose is to alleviate the 

failures by utilizing the perceived strengths of both.  

“Government needs to concentrate on creating and preserving property rights and 

appropriately regulating markets. It should focus on where public goods exist and where 

markets may not produce the socially desirable outcomes. It should focus on where there are 

serious coordination failures” (Brookings 2004: 6) 

Most PROs adhere to one of these two paradigms. Only Center for American Progress sees a much more 

inclusive role for the government indicating a “big government” paradigm where market is fallible and 

government is an effective remedy to the market. No organization peddles socialist or Marxist ideas where 

both government and markets are seen as a tool only for the well off (the owners of capital).  

To get a better impression of the different PROs stance on the government/market issue I looked closely at 

the websites where more general statements about the role of government and market are sometimes 

present. This supported my findings from above. Some PROs are explicitly in favor of government 

intervention and regulation (Center for American Progress) while others are “free market” supporters 

                                                           
37 “Pragmatic” should not be understood as a value-laden word indicating that this view is better. This is simply to 

state that the PROs hold less strong ideas about this issue and see pros and cons of both sides depending on the data 

at hand. The designation “pragmatism” is not my own, it stems from a lecture with Manzetti (2015). 
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focusing on limited government (Manhattan Institute and JBI). Most PROs (Brookings, RFF, C2ES, CRS, IIE); 

however, have no explicitly stated mission or paradigm, which is an indication of a pragmatist view (Rich, 

2004).  

Another part of the paradigm that I have identified in the sample reports is the priority of economics and 

the use of Cost-Benefit-Analysis (CBA). CBA and economic thinking are a part of the paradigm because 

these are special and taken for granted ways of thinking. Most PROs subscribe to economics-based 

research, with other social sciences only contributing secondary insights. Some PROs are so focused on 

economics that only positive CBA is an acceptable argument for a given policy. These PROs use models to 

estimate the costs as well as the benefits of a given policy under a range of assumptions and thus concludes 

that cap-and-trade should be implemented (positive CBA) or not (negative CBA). Manhattan Institute and 

Brookings (2001) use the CBA to conclude that cap-and-trade is not worth the costs whereas RFF finds that 

cap-and-trade is a net-benefit to society.  

The expected costs are at least 10 times the expected benefits, even using the EPA s cost 

estimates and assuming achievement of the primary goal of the legislation.” (Manhattan 

Institute 2009a: 2) 

On the other hand, multiple PROs argue that benefits are too difficult to estimate and we must contend 

ourselves with stating that the consequences of climate change will be large enough to warrant an attempt 

to avoid them. Avoiding them should then be done at the lowest possible costs. 

“At an economy-wide level these cost increases are fairly modest, roughly 1–2 percent of GDP, 

and pale in comparison to the price of doing nothing (Cline 1992 and Stern 2007)” (IIE 2009: 1) 

However, no PRO renounces the use of CBA or invokes a different measure of accepting or rejecting a given 

policy, indicating a knowledge regime where economics play a very large role.  

“The classic economic approach is to choose targets that maximize the difference between 

expected benefits and expected costs, but such an approach is simply not feasible in this 

context, for several reasons.” (Brookings 2007: 16) 

It is thus clear that CBA is the standard go-to evaluation criteria for policy analysis which indicates a large 

role for economists and a smaller role for other social or natural scientists. This focus on economics runs 

across all PROs and is also supported in the literature on climate change politics (Driesen & Bogojević, 2013) 

as well as by the professions literature which argue that economists enjoy a superior position in the US  

(Fourcade, Ollion, & Algan, 2015; Helgadottir, 2015; Hirschman & Berman, 2014).  
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Another important aspect of paradigms influencing the sample PROs is their adherence to science. No PRO 

argues that natural sciences should play a smaller role or that scientific arguments should not be included 

in the general discourse. What we do see is a disagreement about what the scientific community is saying 

about climate change. Some PRO reference the IPCC as the major scientific authority on the issue 

(Brookings 2007, CRS,  JBI 2008a) whereas Manhattan Institute argues the IPCC is not correct and cite 

science think tanks or come up with their own arguments for why climate change is not happening / not 

man-made (also Brookings 2001 and JBI 2008b). However, all claim scientific superiority of their arguments 

thus indicating that scientific arguments are important in the US knowledge regime.  

Summing up there is consensus around the use of economic tools for analyzing policy proposals, as well as 

science must play a role in issue like climate change. However, beyond these aspects there is a large 

disagreement within the knowledge regime about paradigmatic ideas. Disregarding the special case of 

Center for American Progress there is two main paradigms in the knowledge regime: The first subscribes to 

a pragmatist view of both markets and government being fallible depending on the specific issue. The 

second supports a neoliberal view of limited government, free markets and hold the view that markets 

solve problems, not create them.  

This situation of dual paradigms is also found in Campbell and Pedersen (2014) in their analysis of Council 

of Economic Advisors’ reports. They find that the Council of Economic Advisors switches between supply-

side economics and neoliberal economics when the president changes thus indicating that two paradigms 

exist in the economic policy knowledge regime. Additionally they find that there are big differences in the 

theoretical assumptions between the two paradigms, and that no single paradigm is dominant. Thus there 

are in both knowledge regimes two competing paradigms which is very much split along the roles of 

government and market in society.  

5.5. TRIANGULATION 

As stated in the methodology section I have, after conducting the content analysis, drawn up a 

triangulation sample to compare my findings with a different sample and see if this new sample of reports 

could support or contradict my findings that there are no real fight over cap-and-trade but instead 

conflicting ideas exist within the problem definition type of idea and the paradigm type of idea. Overall the 

conclusions are the same yet, as expected, there are also some minor differences in the triangulation 

sample. In this section I will describe what policy solutions, frames, problem definitions and paradigms I 

have identified in the triangulation sample. 
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5.5.1. PROGRAMMATIC IDEAS 

Cap-and-trade is also supported by most PROs and they agree with the original sample in how to design a 

cap-and-trade system (RAND; CEEPR; GAO, WRI38). Criticism of cap-and-trade as a tool is a bit more 

widespread, but overall similar to the original sample (e.g. the ability of industry to capture the cap-and-

trade system, carbon leakage and the lack of developing countries’ climate action (CEI; Heritage)). As in the 

original sample most of the criticism is directed towards any tool to federally regulate GHG emissions. 

5.5.2. FRAMES 

With regards to the use of frames the PROs in the triangulation sample were similar to the original sample 

PROs: Little use of framing was identified. Heritage Foundation frames cap-and-trade as a tax in multiple 

reports thereby linking cap-and-trade to the aversion of taxes, that many PROs and academics acknowledge 

exists in the US (e.g. RAND 2009a; CEEPR 2007; CFR 2009; Bang, 2010). Heritage also constructed the non-

market frame similar to Brookings (2001). Competitive Enterprise Institute and Property and Environment 

Research Center both describe some policy solutions as “no regret” where cap-and-trade is not a “no 

regret” if climate change turns out to be a non-problem (CEI 2009; PERC 2008). World Resource Institute 

(2009) invokes the framing of “myths” and “reality” similar to Manhattan (2007) to frame their conclusions 

as the correct ones and their opponents as making up stories. 

5.5.3. PROBLEM DEFINITION 

The triangulation sample exhibits the same problem definitions as outlined above. A range of PROs argue 

that climate change is a huge problem and we should do what we can to stop it (CEEPR, GAO, RAND and 

WRI). These PROs take the problem for granted and spend relatively little time on defining the problem.  

Opposing the “climate change problem” problem definition is Competitive Enterprise Institute, Heritage 

Foundation and Property and Environment Research Center. From these three PROs we see the now 

familiar arguments about the uncertainty of the climate science (CEI; PERC, Heritage). In addition to the 

“uncertainty”, CEI and Heritage add that the consequences of climate change will be small, and PERC 

argues that the consequences will be net-positive.  

“Global warming is a concern, not a crisis. Both the seriousness and the imminence of the 

threat is overstated” (Heritage 2008a: 1) 

Instead of constructing climate change as a problem that needs to be solved, Heritage and PERC define a 

different problem, the problem arising from limiting GHG emissions. PERC (2008: 1) argues that GHG 

                                                           
38

See the list of abbreviations for full names on the PROs.  
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emissions reduction would be “draconian for human well being” because higher carbon emissions lead to 

higher life expectancy. Heritage (2009b) argues that the cap-and-trade will lead to a collapse of economic 

growth leading to defense spending cuts which will eventually result in more wars in the world.  

5.5.4. PARADIGMS 

Similar to the original sample a pragmatic paradigm and a neoliberal/limited government paradigm are 

identified.  

The neoliberal paradigm is the easiest to observe. Heritage Foundation, CEI and PERC all share this view. 

Heritage Foundation is “based on the principles of free enterprise, limited government, individual 

freedom…” (Heritage, 2016). CEI states that they are “dedicated to advance the principles of limited 

government” (CEI, 2016) . PERC describes itself as a free market environmentalism organization that shuns 

government regulation (PERC, 2016). These descriptions fits well with the reports where Heritage describe 

their aversion to taxes and government involvement and CEI proposing 10 “no-regret” policies which all 

propose deregulation. 

The paradigm of the other group with RAND, WRI, CEEPR, GAO and CFR is a much less explicit, which should 

also be expected considering Rich’s (2005) argument that only conservative think tanks are rewarded for 

being openly ideological whereas non-conservative think tanks are rewarded for appearing objective. RAND 

thus describes themselves as “objective” (RAND, 2016) as does CEEPR (CEEPR, 2016) whereas CFR and GAO 

call themselves “nonpartisan” (CFR, 2016; GAO, 2016). Also there is no mentioning of market failures in the 

reports yet some of the report acknowledge that putting a price on an externality is the optimal solution 

(which is similar in meaning, though not in wording to “market failure”) (RAND). Besides these few remarks 

it is difficult to describe the paradigm of these organizations. Of course, since they favor either a tax or cap-

and-trade they are not very likely to be part of the limited government.  

We can thus conclude that there are several signs of two different paradigms: One strong limited 

government paradigm (similar to the one found in the original sample) and a rather diffuse non-

partisan/objective/pragmatic paradigm which is somewhat similar to the one found in the original sample. 

Thus we can conclude that with some small modification and differences the triangulation sample did not 

contradict my original findings. This bolsters the authenticity of my analysis i.e. that the interpretation are 

an accurate description of the ideas found in the knowledge regime. 
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5.6. SUMMING UP 

In this chapter I have identified the different ideas and categorized them into programs, frames, problem 

definition and paradigms (see table 5.6.1 for summary of the different ideas). In order to answer the 

research question the next step is to analyze how these ideas can illuminate the decision to not have a 

federal cap-and-trade system.  

 PROs favoring climate action PROs against climate action 

Programmatic ideas Cap-and-trade or carbon tax are 

the superior tools for GHG 

emissions reduction 

Nuclear energy, energy tax, 

adaptation, remediation, 

increased fossil fuel extraction 

etc.  

Frames Cap-and-trade is similar to a 

market and involves only little 

government intervention 

Cap-and-trade is not markets. 

Cap-and-trade is more 

government regulation. 

Problem definitions Climate change is a large man-

made problem that has 

consequences for human well 

being 

Climate change is occurring 

naturally; Climate change 

consequences will be small; We 

do not know if climate change 

will be a problem because of 

uncertain science;  Climate 

change is a potential problem for 

the future 

Paradigms Pragmatist; (Big government); 

Economics, Science 

Neoliberal/Free market; 

Economics, Science 

Table 5.6.1. Summing up the content analysis 
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6. ANALYSING AND DISCUSSING THE IDEAS 

In the previous section I established that the “war of ideas” is not fought over whether cap-and-trade is a 

good or bad tool for limiting GHG emissions. Instead the differences exist within problem definitions and 

paradigms. This section connects the dots and sees how the ideas identified can help illuminate why there 

is no federal cap-and-trade system in the US. I will do so by looking into the following three questions: 

6.1. How are the different types of ideas connected? 

6.2. How come multiple paradigms exist at the same time?  

6.3. How come that the outcome is no cap-and-trade system? 

It is important to note here that as I move from the first question to the third we are also moving further 

away from the empirical data and the strengths of the argument presented should be viewed in light of 

this39. This does not mean that the conclusions are merely guesswork since they are built on the 

comprehensive and systematic content analysis above. It simply means that the transferability and 

dependability of the insights should be considered carefully by the reader.  

6.1. HOW ARE THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF IDEAS CONNECTED? 

6.1.1. PROGRAMS AND PARADIGMS 

Starting with the programmatic ideas we saw that there was little resistance towards cap-and-trade as a 

tool. This was, at the outset, surprising, yet with insights about the paradigmatic ideas we can shed some 

lights on this observation. Recall, that this entire endeavor originates from the paradox that the, arguably, 

one of most liberal countries – the US – had decided not to have a federal cap-and-trade system, and at the 

same time, cap-and-trade is the centerpiece of the liberal environmentalism norm governing 

environmental issues, which has been pushed through by the US (Bernstein, 2001). The claim by authors 

like Bernstein (2001) and others were that more liberal countries would be more likely to adopt cap-and-

trade.  

We can now conclude that cap-and-trade has not been rejected in the US because of resistance towards 

cap-and-trade in the knowledge regime. The support for cap-and-trade can be explained as result of the 

dominance of economics in the paradigm. Cap-and-trade is basically an environmental economics idea 

(Wills, 2006) and is based heavily on economic reasoning: It establishes a property rights for GHG emissions 
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 When the analysis goes into a discussion, this will be highlighted in the in the section titles. 
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and allow parties to trade these property rights. Cap-and-trade internalizes an externality (GHG pollution) 

as well as it utilizes the flexibility and efficiency of free markets to lower costs. As RFF (2002:1) describes it, 

“economists have long advocated the use of market-based policies to achieve environmental objectives”. 

Criticism of cap-and-trade as a tool is not possible because it is based so heavily on the economic theory 

that informs both paradigms. The only criticism of cap-and-trade found is normative in the form of framing 

cap-and-trade as not a market mechanism, yet this is not done very forcefully by any of the PROs.  

Thus it makes good sense that cap-and-trade is not criticized in the US climate change policy knowledge 

regime simply because it fits so well into the paradigms of the knowledge regime actors. Thus we move on 

to the contested problem definitions and the two paradigms.  

6.1.2. PROBLEM DEFINITIONS AND PARADIGMS 

Interestingly, the problem definitions and the two paradigms are connected in pairs. The PROs adhering to 

a neoliberal  paradigm are the ones that rejects the “climate change problem” problem definition 

(Manhattan Institute, JBI 2008b, Brookings 2001) whereas the PROs adhering to a “pragmatic” paradigm 

construct climate change as a serious problem (C2ES, Brookings 2007; IIE, CRS, JBI 2008a, RFF). 

  

 

Figure 6.1.2.1. 

The latter problem definition-paradigm pair is a good example of how paradigms affect what problems you 

construct. Accepting that markets may be fallible, and that science should inform policymaking, make it 

easy to establish climate change as a market failure that can and should be corrected. Subsequently this 

paradigm also informs the policy solution: utilize market forces (cap-and-trade) to alleviate the market 

failure and thereby limit the intervention in the market.  

With regards to the former problem definition-paradigm pair, it is unsurprising that organizations adhering 

to a free market paradigm oppose government regulation (such as any federal policy limiting GHG 

Neoliberalism 
Reject "climate change 

problem" 

Pragmatism Climate change problem  
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emissions), yet as has been shown above, for the most part it is not cap-and-trade that is under attack – it is 

the “climate change problem” problem definition. How is the neoliberal paradigm linked to a problem 

definition of climate change not being a problem despite this paradigm also advocating the use of science 

in public policy? Acceptance of the scientific consensus (which supports the “climate change problem” 

(IPCC, 2007)) does not seem to be influenced by ones ideas about the appropriate role for government. This 

issue will be discussed in the following section. 

6.1.3. DISCUSSING THE LINK BETWEEN NEOLIBERALSM AND REJECTION OF THE CLIMATE 
CHANGE PROBLEM 

The content analysis by itself does not give any indications for why there is link between a neoliberal 

paradigm and rejection of the “climate change problem” problem definition. Therefore I will draw on the 

literature on different political groups and their relationship towards scientific issues. I will then compare 

these insights with the content analysis and see if more insights can be drawn. Keeping in mind that the 

rejection of mainstream scientific consensus is not the only way the PROs attack the climate change 

problem definition, this literature has some interesting insights that can illuminate the present question.  

Money (2006) is the key contributor to understanding the relationship between conservatives40 and 

science. In his detailed book “The Republican War on Science” he describes how conservative organizations 

and Republicans have become increasingly adversarial towards the mainstream natural sciences within a 

range of political issues: Stem cell research, climate change, missile defense, evolution and more. 

Conservatives have politicized science i.e. they have put science in a position where the content of science 

is up for political debate. This was not the case prior to the 1970s where the scientific community was in a 

partnership with politicians. Ignited by the environmental legislation in the 1970s the conservative 

movement started to question mainstream science. When President Reagan embraced creationism and 

rejected evolution theory it set precedence for conservatives challenging science in various situations. After 

the 1994 midterm elections, the so called Republican Revolution, the Republicans defunded and abolished 

the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment, which was set up in order to assess scientific claims 

and explain them to policymakers. Instead Republicans organized scientific hearing with handpicked 

scientists where Congressmen are the judges of who is correct and who is not. Mooney (2006) argues that 

this “war on science” is the result of catering to two key Republican constituencies: Businesses and the 

religious community.  

                                                           
40 Mooney (2006; 2012) uses “conservative” and “Republican” interchangeably. I avoid using Republican as this is a 

political party which none of the PROs are a member of or directly affiliated with. Neoliberalism is often associated 

with conservatism and Republicans in the US, for example Campbell and Pedersen (2014) find that the Council of 

Economic Advisors presents a neoliberal paradigm when Republicans are in control of the White House.  
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Mooney’s book instigated scholars to look into his claim that conservatives are less inclined to trust/believe 

in science. A range of scholars have used statistical methods to analyze survey data and they generally 

confirm Mooney’s thesis. Gauchat (2012) finds that the general level of trust in science in the US has 

declined from 1974 to 2010. Yet this decline is driven by conservatives whereas moderates’ and liberals’ 

trust in science has not changed much. Surprisingly, it is better educated conservatives who have lost most 

trust in science. This finding is contrary to the hypothesis that a lack of trust in science is caused by lack of 

education. Conservatives are especially distrustful of science that influences policy. Gauchat (2012) does 

not examine any explanation for the decline in trust in science among educated conservatives; however, he 

does confirm Mooney’s argument that science has been polarized and that conservatives are significantly 

more skeptic of science than are moderates and liberals.  

McCright and Dunlap (2008) focus only on climate change science and come to the same conclusion as 

Gauchat (2012). Conservatives are less inclined to believe in climate change science than liberals. Higher 

education and self-proclaimed knowledge among conservatives lead to views more inconsistent with 

prevailing science. This partisan polarization increased from 2001 to 2010. Other researchers also confirms 

Mooney’s claim (Armitage, 2005; Hamilton, 2011; Lewandowsky, Oberauer, & Gignac, 2013); with only one 

study finding no significant relationship between conservatives and climate change skepticism (Jelen & 

Lockett, 2014). 

Mooney explain the link between science and conservatives as the outcome of the pressure of lobby 

groups, i.e. a material interest explanation. However, this seems inadequate as for instance material 

interest cannot explain why conservatives are more prone to believe that HIV does not cause AIDS 

(Lewandowsky et al., 2013). This has led others scientist to look beyond material explanations. Hamilton 

(2011) argues that the ideological media is to blame since each individual can choose to get the news that 

fits his/her pre-existing beliefs. McCright and Dunlap (2008) argue that political orientation affects how a 

person chose among conflicting information and sources. These authors, however, do not explain why 

conservatives should be less inclined to trust science; it only explains that when one group has a specific 

belief, then they will choose the information that confirms their belief.  

Lewandowsky and colleagues (2013) argue that the rejection of science is connected to a free market 

paradigm41; however, they do not go into depth with their explanation. Thus Lewandowsky and colleagues 

(2013) confirm the analysis I made above, that neoliberalism and rejection of climate change science is 

connected. Both Mooney (2006) and Lewandowsky and colleagues (2013) hypothesize that business have 

                                                           
41 Lewandowsky and colleagues (2013) does not the use concept “paradigm” yet what they describe is similar to 

Campbell’s (2002; 2004) definition of paradigm used in this paper. 
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an interest in rejecting science that would otherwise lead to government regulation, however, I would like 

to go beyond this hypothesis by utilizing the insights of the content analysis and the DI literature.  

Recall that DI argues that a paradigm affects what problem definitions, frames and policy solution one can 

construct (Campbell, 2002; Metha, 2011). Thus the neoliberal paradigm limits what problem neoliberal 

leaning PROs can conceive of. A strong belief in the infallibility of the market will most likely exclude the 

possibility of conceiving of market failures or market caused problems. Given that the “climate change 

problem” problem definition constructs the problem as a market failure or a major externality, the “climate 

change problem” problem definition is simply not a possibility within a neoliberal paradigm. The “climate 

change problem” problem definition violates the idea of superiority and infallibility of the free market, a 

key belief in the neoliberal paradigm. If a neoliberal thinker accepted climate change as a problem it would 

discredit his/her paradigm and thus necessitate a change in paradigm away from free market superiority 

towards a pragmatic view where markets can do good and bad depending on the situation. 

It is likely that PROs with a neoliberal paradigm feel that their core ideas are being attacked. Therefore they 

define different problems that are in line with the taken for granted superiority of the free market, as well 

as they attack the climate change problem definitions, not because they care much about this specific issue 

but because they care about their neoliberal paradigm.  

According to this interpretation, it is not simply the material interest of actors that make the neoliberal 

PROs oppose the “climate change problem”. What some actors perceive to be in their interests might play 

a role, yet it seems to also be an ideational issue. The free market paradigm cannot encompass the “climate 

change problem” problem definition and thus it is rejected. The PROs ascribing to the free market paradigm 

are not consciously “lying” when they reject the “climate change problem”. They do so because the 

problem cannot cognitively exist in their perceived world with their taken-for-granted assumptions. Thus 

according to this interpretation, multiple problem definitions have to exist as long as there are two 

paradigms in the climate change policy knowledge regime. 

If this interpretation is authentic then we have addressed both the rejection of science as well as the other 

attacks on the “climate change problem” problem definition, i.e. that energy security is more important 

than climate change or that economic costs are too high. What we observe is an all out defense of the free-

market paradigm against a problem definition that threatens the neoliberal paradigm42.  

                                                           
42 According to Metha (2011) specific ideas (programs or problem definitions) can affect and transform more general 
ideas (paradigms). It is not unlikely that if the “climate change problem” problem definition was rejected it would 
transform the neoliberal paradigm. 
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6.2. HOW COME TWO PARADIGMS EXIST AT THE SAME TIME?  

The interpretation in chapter 6.1.3 showed that it is likely that ideational factors play a role in the 

connection between neoliberal paradigm and rejection of the “climate change problem” problem definition 

because the former makes acceptance of the latter impossible. One could ask how come that the issue of 

problem definitions and paradigms has not been resolved. Climate change has been on the agenda since 

the 1980s and especially after the 1992 Rio Summit; however, in 2009 the issue has still not been resolved.  

6.2.1. MULTIPLE PROBLEM DEFINITIONS AND PARADIGMS ARE NOT UNCOMMON 

First of all, it is not unusual that two or more problem definitions exist at a given time (Campbell, 2004), yet 

one would expect this discrepancy to be resolved at some point. In all three European knowledge regime 

surveyed by Campbell and Pedersen (2014), the Danish negotiated knowledge regime, the German 

coordinated knowledge regime and the French statist knowledge regime, one would expect to see one 

problem definition come out as the dominant one. This would happen because in the three knowledge 

regimes there are institutions that guide organizations towards consensus or compromise. For example in a 

hierarchically organized knowledge regime the top PROs will force their views onto the PROs with less 

influence or in a coordinated knowledge regime cooperation and compromise between PROs will secure a 

consensus view. PROs holding on to alternative problem definitions would lose credibility. Eventually, 

isomorphic pressures, which occur in organizational fields, will either force organizations to acknowledge 

the consensus view or the organizations would become irrelevant and ultimately disappear (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). Yet this does not happen in the US climate change knowledge regime. Here the multiple 

problem definitions are allowed to co-exist. 

Both Campbell and Pedersen (2014) and this study find that multiple paradigms exist simultaneously in the 

US economic knowledge regime and climate change policy knowledge regime, respectively. Campbell and 

Pedersen (2014) also identified two paradigms in the Danish knowledge regime (Keynesian and supply side) 

however, this co-existence was a gradual move from only Keynesian to a mix of the two, they did not 

observe abrupt changes in paradigm when analyzing as they did with the Council of Economic Advisors 

(CEA). The CEA switched from neoliberal ideas under Reagan, to supply side ideas under Clinton, and back 

to neoliberal ideas under George W. Bush. This, Campbell and Pedersen argue, is a result of the heavily 

partisan knowledge regime (and policymaking regime). In the other knowledge regimes the organization 

surveyed is less set on one particular paradigm but brings in aspects from more paradigms at the same 

time.  
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Thus, it is not uncommon that multiple paradigms exists within a knowledge regime, however, in the US the 

two paradigms are clearly demarcated with some organizations exhibiting a pragmatic paradigm and others 

adhere to a neoliberal paradigm with very little signs of cross-partisan cooperation, or mixing of the 

paradigms within organizations (a notable exception is Brookings which have both a neoliberal report 

(Brookings, 2001) and a pragmatic report (Brookings, 2007). JBI is also split however, that is because JBI 

2008a is a conference report where only few of JBI’s own researchers were among the participants.) 

6.2.2. DISCUSSING KNOWLEDGE REGIME AS A KEY TO UNDERSTANDING 

This section will utilize the analysis of the climate change policy knowledge regime (chapter 4) and see how 

the institutional setup is a key to understanding the two paradigms-problem definitions. The institutional 

setting guides and motivates competitive and partisan behavior thus maintaining conflicting problem 

definitions. 

We saw in chapter 4 that the institutional machinery guides PROs towards competitive and partisan 

behavior. The PROs engage in what scholars call the “war of ideas” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2014; Rich, 

2004). Competition and partisanship is the mechanisms that push the PROs to have strongly defined 

positions and not form any consensus. The institutional machinery (e.g. the patterns of donation as well as 

the polarized policymaking regime) inhibits strong collaboration, consensus or resolving differences. 

Hierarchical institutions where some organizations have a dominant position are also not apparent in the 

knowledge regime and cannot foster a consensus. When competitive and partisan pressures are strong it is 

not surprising that PROs split up in two different camps and two paradigms will exist side-by-side. 

A good example of these pressures that ensure two problem definitions is that conservative or neoliberal 

PROs receive funding on the basis of appearing conservative or neoliberal (Rich, 2005). When Nisbet (2009) 

argues that climate change has become an issue that defines whether an organization is considered liberal 

or conservative, it is clear that some PROs would reject the “climate change problem” problem definition in 

order to increase funding from conservative foundations, whereas other PROs would support the problem 

definition to increase donations from moderate/liberal foundations. 

In addition to the competitive and partisan pressures, there is also large demand for partisan analysis from 

ideological media outlets desiring content that fits the pre-dispositions of their viewers (Armitage, 2005; 

McCright & Dunlap, 2008). This demand entrenches the partisanship in the knowledge regime: When 

media wants partisan analysis and PROs compete for media attention it will be difficult to get air time with 

a mixed paradigm. To put in a different way, the partisan US knowledge regime does not allow for any 
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consensus building and the multiple paradigms and problem definitions with regards to climate change is 

not likely to go away. 

The competitiveness and partisan pressures also explains why re-framing the issue has not helped, as 

otherwise suggested by some scholars (Gifford & Comeau, 2011; Vezirgiannidou, 2013). Re-framing climate 

change as also a matter of national security will not reach conservative audiences because of the 

polarization of the media. Instead of convincing people about the “climate change problem” problem 

definition it instigates neoliberal leaning researchers to present research that shows that climate change 

action and national security are conflicting goals (see e.g. JBI 2008b). 

Hence, it is the institutional machinery that sustains the conflicting paradigms and problem definitions and 

inhibits compromise or finding common ground. In that sense the climate change policy knowledge regime 

can illuminate why some PROs produce certain ideas and not others. This interpretation however, would 

benefit from a more empirical examination of the institutional machinery of the climate change policy 

knowledge regime. 

6.3. DISUSSING WHY THE DECISION IS  NO CAP-AND-TRADE SYSTEM 

According to my interpretation the institutional machinery in the climate change policy knowledge regime 

makes sure that multiple paradigms and thereby multiple problem definition can coexist. Given two 

different problem definitions it is not necessary that the rejection of the “climate change problem” 

problem definition will win, as the current lack of a federal cap-and-trade system or similar federal climate 

change mitigation policy is evidence of. I will here come up with various possible answers to this question, 

however remember that this is no explanatory analysis. The goal is to understand what happens in the 

knowledge regime and see how this can contribute to our understanding of the climate change policy 

situation in the US.  

Rich (2005; 2011) have found that the organization of conservative think tanks makes them more effective 

than liberal/pragmatic think tanks in the “war of ideas”. The strength of conservative think tanks must play 

a role in the overall rejection of the “climate change problem” problem definition and thus also play a role 

in the decision not to have a cap-and-trade system. 

Additionally, the economics dominated paradigm has a focus on efficiency and CBA which favors inaction 

(Driesen & Bogojević, 2013). Had economics played a smaller role and thereby made efficiency and CBA less 

prominent tools for consideration, other tools for evaluating climate change policy could have supported a 

different decision. Tools like “precautionary principle”, “avoiding systemic risks” are decision making 
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criteria that would favor climate change policy, even when climate change science is perceived to be 

inconclusive. 

Other ideational reasons for the lack of cap-and-trade can be found in the DI literature. Metha (2011) 

describes how a policy solution idea (e.g. cap-and-trade) needs a window of opportunity and the idea must 

match a problem definition. It is clear that as long as there is no clear problem definition there can be no 

policy solution unless a very big window of opportunity arise, e.g. if Al Gore had won the 2000 presidential 

election and the Democrats controlled both chambers with at least 60 seats in the Senate and no foreign 

policy or economic crisis had occurred.  

There are probably many other important pieces of this puzzle for instance that the policymaking regime is 

built to favor the status quo (Harrison, 2010; MacNeil, 2013)43. It is evident from this analysis that the 

climate change policy knowledge regime is important to understand in order to understand the US climate 

change policy and especially the decision to not have a cap-and-trade system. The institutional machinery 

of the knowledge regime allows two sets of paradigm-problem definition to exist simultaneously without 

being resolved which, together with other important factors create inertia in federal climate change policy. 

  

                                                           
43

 See section 1.2 
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7. CONCLUSION 

This study has shown that a range of different ideas are produced by the US climate change policy 

knowledge regime between 2000 and 2009, notably programs, frames, problem definitions and paradigms. 

Secondly the study has reached a good understanding of the relation between problem definitions, 

paradigms and the institutional machinery in a way that provides a piece of the puzzle in the paradox of the 

decision to not have a cap-and-trade system in the United States. 

More specifically, I have substantiated that a knowledge regime focusing on climate change policy exists, 

and that this climate change policy knowledge regime in many ways resembles the knowledge regime in 

economic policy as identified by Campbell and Pedersen (2014). It is in inhabited by a range of full-service 

and single issue, private and public policy research organizations (PROs) that are governed by a set of 

institutions. The institutional machinery pressures these PROs into competitive and partisan behavior 

which results in competing problem definitions and paradigms. As long as there is no definitive problem 

definition it is difficult to decide on a problem solution.  

A process of coding, condensation and content analysis of over 500 pages revealed that the knowledge 

regime did not produce ideas adversarial to cap-and-trade. On the contrary, cap-and-trade was constructed 

as flexible, cost-efficient and environmentally effective.  However, the PROs did not have identical problem 

definitions. Some PROs argued that climate change is a real and man-made problem that will have huge 

impact on the future human well-being. Other PROs argued that climate change was non-existing, a small 

problem, or not man-made and therefore unsolvable. These two problem definitions were linked to certain 

paradigms. The “climate change problem” problem definition was connected to a pragmatic paradigm 

where both government and market are seen as fallible and useful to alleviate failures. The pragmatic 

paradigm and the role ascribed to science led to the construction of the “climate change problem” problem 

definition. Rejection of the “climate change problem” problem definition was linked to a neoliberal 

paradigm. It was substantiated that the rejection of the “climate change problem” problem definition 

stemmed from the idea of the free market being infallible, an idea that plays a central role in the neoliberal 

paradigm. The “climate change problem” problem definition attacks a central neoliberal idea by 

constructing the problem as a very large market failure. If this interpretation is authentic then it will be 

extremely difficult to convince neoliberals about the “climate change problem” problem definition. 

Whereas other nations’ knowledge regimes have institutional settings that push PROs into compromise and 

consensus, the institutional machinery of the US climate change policy knowledge regime guides PROs into 
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competitive and partisan behavior. The PROs have different audiences and especially conservative PROs are 

rewarded for ideologically informed analyses (“non-partisan” or liberal PROs are rewarded for seemingly 

objective analysis). This institutional setting with competition and partisan mechanisms creates a situation 

where PROs do not engage in resolving differences and hence two paradigms can coexist and the conflict 

over problem definitions remains unsolved. 

It is important here to recap the methodologically insights of social constructivism: Causality is extremely 

difficult to establish and is not sought for in this thesis. Therefore I do not conclude that the ideas coming 

from the knowledge regime is causing the policymaking regime to decide not to have a cap-and-trade 

system44. The lack of climate change policy from the US Congress cannot be explained only in terms of this 

analysis. This does, however, not mean that this analysis is insignificant. This analysis has provided one 

piece of the climate change policy puzzle that previously was missing. The study thus gives a deeper 

understanding especially by illuminating how different ideas, about what the climate change problems are, 

exist not just in the public but among PROs. It is likely that these conflicting ideas play a role in sustaining 

inertia with regards to federal cap-and-trade. These insights are especially valuable when combined with 

the other interpretations given in the literature e.g. climate change is a less important issue than national 

security or that the policymaking regime is created to favor the status quo. 

As stated, I cannot establish whether it is the knowledge regime ideas that cause the policymaking regime 

to oppose a cap-and-trade system or if it is the policymaking regime institutional setting (two party system, 

the role of money, history etc.) that pushes the knowledge regime to produce conflicting problem 

definitions. Instead of causality we should be interested in analyzing complementarities (Boyer, 2005; 

Campbell & Pedersen, 2014). That is, when added together analyses of the different regimes provide a 

better understanding than the sum of each of the interpretations on its own (Boyer, 2005: 67). Varieties of 

capitalism theory has for long advocated that national competitiveness is created by institutional 

complementarities (Hall & Soskice, 2001), that is when certain institutions are combined you reap 

synergies. Similarly, it is likely that the outcome (no federal cap-and-trade system) is caused by the 

complementarities between the knowledge regime (contested problem definition), the production regime 

(e.g. vested interests in minimizing cost of regulation) and the policymaking regime (e.g. status quo favoring 

institutions). Specifically it is likely that the knowledge regime, the policymaking regime and the production 

regime are complementary in achieving an even greater degree of institutional stability, making it very 

difficult for strategic agents to use ideas to change the existing institutions. Further inquiry into what 

                                                           
44

See discussion in chapter 1 and section 3.1.2 
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complementarities that exist between the different regimes will be fruitful in gaining a better 

understanding of the link between the regimes as well as a better understanding of the paradox at hand.  

One should also keep in mind that this study has focused solely on federal level climate change policies. 

This very top-down approach to institutional change neglects the range of policies that is created bottom-

up. The neglect of the bottom-up processes is no small omission45 especially because the US policymaking 

regime is designed to favor the status quo at the congressional level and thus decisions and responsibility 

are pushed downwards in the policymaking regime. Thus speaking of climate change policy inaction would 

be wrong even though such a conception is supported in the literature (see section 1.2). A lot of climate 

change policies are being decided on state-level, businesses are voluntarily setting up emissions trading 

systems and individuals are installing solar power in huge quantities in some states. These bottom-up 

processes should be researched further.  

This thesis has contributed both to the empirical understanding of climate change policy paradox and 

especially the issue of cap-and-trade related ideas between 2000 and 2009. Theoretically, this thesis has 

also tried to contribute to the discursive institutionalist literature. Several researches criticize a bias 

towards successful ideas (Metha, 2011; Schmidt 2008) hence this thesis has focused on what has so far 

been an unsuccessful idea, in terms of the idea not becoming the blueprint for institutional change. Cap-

and-trade which at the outset seemed to fit the background ideas of the US perfectly ran into other 

problems. I claim that the lack of a single problem definition and the existence of multiple paradigms, 

which were a product of the institutional machinery in the knowledge, are necessary parts in understanding 

the lack of success for a greenhouse gas cap-and-trade system. However, it is not the full story.   

Similarly this thesis has attempted to deepen our understanding of knowledge regimes. Campbell and 

Pedersen (2014) identified the existence of knowledge regime and Rasmussen (2014) concluded that 

different knowledge regime produce different ideas. This analysis shows that the ideas produced by the 

knowledge regime are affected by the institutions governing the knowledge regime. On a much more 

hypothetical level, I have looked into a situation where the knowledge regime can be said to be influencing 

policy decisions. However, much more research needs to go into the policymaking regime in order to 

support such a claim, if such a causal claim can be proven at all.  

Conclusively, the paradox of the lack of cap-and-trade in the US still stands: We do not know the cause of 

the lack of a cap-and-trade system in the US. However, we know now that cap-and-trade is in fact aligned 

                                                           
45Seabrooke (2005) focuses on how legitimacy perceptions of ordinary people can cause incremental change through 
bottom-up processes.  
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with background ideas in the US and is therefore not criticized, however, just because an idea fit the 

paradigm in a given polity does not mean that the idea will be institutionalized. Issues of problem 

definitions, paradigms and knowledge regime institutions also play a role.  
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APPENDICES  

APPENDIX 1: CODING SCHEME 

 
Meaning unit (Meaning units are not ideas as such but together meaning units can represent an idea) 
  
Ideas are causal beliefs,  

 Meaning that they are a product of our cognition (which can but not necessarily have a link 
to sensory observations.  

 Meaning that they posit a connection between something (things or people)  

 Meaning that ideas guide our actions by describing our goals and the problems we face 
  
Only ideas related to the research question is treated. This excludes ideas about what cap and trade is 
(from the preliminary reading there did not seem to be any controversies on this issue) - also such ideas 
dont provide "guides for action". It also excludes ideas about environmental policies that is not linked to 
climate change or cap and trade.  
  

Primary codes 
  

CLIMATE SCIENCE Meaning units that refer to ideas about climate change science both adherents 
and "sceptics/uncertainty" , the physical consequences of climate change.  

CLIMATE REGULATION Meaning units that refer to ideas about different form of climate change 
regulation or learning from previous regulation 

CLIMATE ACTION Meaning units ideas opposing and favouring taking action on climate change in 
any form. This includes arguments about co-benefits/disadvantages, costs, 
international or time aspects. 

CAP AND TRADE DESIGN Meaning units that refer to ideas about how to design a cap and trade system 

THEORIES Meaning units that refer to the background theories actors hold such as 
neoclassical economics (CBA), public choice, economic dynamic approach, or 
the the role of government in the economy 

  

Secondary codes 
  
CLIMATE SCIENCE 

UNCERTAINTY Meaning units that refer to the uncertainty, discrepancies in the science, lack 
of full understanding of climate change or divided scientific community 

CERTAINTY Meaning units that refer to certainty, consensus, unequivocality or similar or 
asks no questions regarding climate science 

CONSEQUENCES Meaning units that refer to the current and future consequences of climate 
change both positive and negative 
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CLIMATE REGULATION 

COMMAND AND 
CONTROL  

Meaning units that refer to the pros and cons of regulating GHG emissions 
through command and control measures  

CARBON TAX  Meaning units that refer to the pros and cons of regulating GHG emissions 
through taxing GHG emissions 

CAP AND TRADE  Meaning units that refer to the pros and cons of regulating GHG emissions 
through establishing a cap and trade system 

ALTERNATIVES Meaning units that refer to alternatives to the three mainstream tools (cap 
and trade, tax and C&C).  

MODELLING Meaning units that refer  the use of models and the data models generate. 

LEARNING  Meaning units that invoke previous environmental regulation and what we can 
learn from this 

  
CLIMATE ACTION 

CO-IMPACT Meaning units that connects climate change action to other areas or policy 
goals 

INTERNATIONAL Meaning units that connect action on climate change with international 
aspects of domestic climate change regulation.  

COSTS Meaning units that refer to  how costly or inexpensive it would be to lower 
GHG emissions  

TIME Meaning units that refer to a temporal aspect in relation to climate action. 
Either that action can wait or that action must be taken now. 

  
CAP AND TRADE DESIGN 

ALLOCATION Meaning units that refer to the best way to allocate pollution permits 

POINT OF REGULATION Meaning units that refer to  optimal point of regulation 

LINKAGES Meaning units that refer to linking domestic cap and trade with international 
or other national cap and trade or other climate regulations 

FLEXIBILITY Meaning units that refer to flexibility mechanisms such as banking or loaning 
allowances between cap and trade periods 

PRICE Meaning units that refer to having price floors or price cealings for the price 
of allowances 

SEQUESTRATION Meaning units that refer to allowing (or not) firms some sort of 
rebate/refund/subsidize when they take GHG out of the air through planting 
forest, CCS or other 

REVENUE Meaning units that refer to how to use the revenue from a cap and trade 
system 
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THEORIES 

CBA Meaning unit that uses neoclassical economics concepts of cost benefit 
analysis and efficiency to identify the optimal solution to society.  

EDA Meaning units that refer to a precautionary principle or avoiding systemic risk 
or similar economic dynamic approach concepts. 

PUBLIC CHOICE Meaning units that refer to public choice theoretical arguments such as rent-
seeking, the power of special interests or the unability to achieve the optimal 
solution 

PUBLIC INTEREST Meaning units that describe how politicians are guided by what is in the 
public's interest 

GOVERNMENT Meaning units that refer to what role the government should play in the 
economy 
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APPENDIX 2: CODING JOURNAL 

11-01 started reading the PRO reports 
  

PRO Title of document Year  Document 
type 

Pages Preliminary 
reading 

The Brookings Institute A U.S. Cap-and-Trade System to Address 
Global Climate Change 

2007 Report 68  Only section 1 (10 
pages) 

The Brookings Institute CO2 Controls Are a Bad Idea, 'Voluntary' or 
Not 

2001 Opinion 3 Read 

The Brookings Institute Climate Policy And Uncertainty: The Roles Of 
Adaptation Versus Mitigation 

2004 Discussion 
paper 

21 read 

Center for American 
Progress 

Cap, Auction, and Trade: Allowance Auctions 
and Revenue Recycling Under Carbon Cap-
and-Trade 

2008 Testimony 9  read 

Center for American 
Progress 

Learning from Europe: Designing Cap-and-
Trade Programs that Work 

2007 Policy brief 7 read 

Center on Global Energy 
Policy 

Emissions trading in the U.S. 2003 Report 72 Summary (7pages) 

Center on Global Energy 
Policy 

Cap and trade v taxes 2009 Policy brief 2 read 

Center on Global Energy 
Policy 

Insights from Modeling Analyses of the 
Lieberman-Warner Climate Security Act (S. 
2191) 

2008 Report 16 read 

James A. Baker III 
Institute for Public 
Policy 

Climate Policy and Energy Security: Two 
sides of the same coin? 

2008 Report  60 read 

James A. Baker III 
Institute for Public 
Policy 

Beyond Science: The economic and politics 
of responding to Climate Change 

2008 Conference 
Report 

76 read 

Congressional Research 
Service 

Climate Change: Current issues and policy 
tools 

2009 Report 32 read 

Congressional Research 
Service 

Climate change: Science and policy 
implications 

2007 Report 54 Intro and policy  
implications read 

Institute for 
International Economics 

Ensuring US Competitiveness and 
International Participation 

2009 Testimony 5 read 

Institute for 
International Economics 

Climate Change: Competitiveness Concerns 
and Prospects for Engaging Developing 
Countries 

2008 Testimony 16 read 

Manhattan Institute Energy and the Environment: Myths and 
Facts 

2007 Report 48 read 

Manhattan Institute Dear Senator: Why You Should Vote Against 
Cap-and-Trade 

2009 Opinion 3 read 

Manhattan Institute Is Cap-And-Trade Just Political Posturing? If 
Not, It Could Mean Economic Suicide 

2009 Opinion 5 read 
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Resources for the future Are Tradable Emissions Permits a Good Idea? 2002 Brief 12 read 

Resources for the future Tradable Rights to Emit Air Pollution 2008 Report 34 read 

  
12-01 - preliminary review continues 
13-01 - preliminary review finished 

Considering dropping some of the material to make it more managable - consulted Ove and he 
thinks the amount is good! 
  

14-01 - coding starts. Section on content analysis (methodology) started 
Primary codes:   
 Climate science 

 Climate regulation 
 Cap and trade design 

  
15-01 - decides to use software to help coding. Atlas.ti and Nvivo is tried and Nvivo is selected because it is 
available from CBS e-campus 
  
18-01 and 19-01 coding continues 

Considering adding a fourth major code category: ECONOMIC. This should capture ideas that 
independent of climate change refers to economic theory (role of government, individuals, markets 
being efficient etc. The category would be useful in establishing paradigms (background ideas). Also 
other background theories such as path dependency and public choice are detected. Maybe an 
"BACKGROUND IDEAS"  top-category and then sub cateogires with "NEOCLASSICAL ECONOMICS", 
"NEW INSTITUTIONALISM", "PUBLIC CHOICE".  

So far these instances are coded under CLIMATE REGULATION 
Considering adding a fifth major code category: MODELLING. This should capture the extent to 
which think tanks use models (more than just a quick reference) in order to quanitify their analyses. 
These could include modelling of the costs, distributional effects etc of a given or multiple climate 
regulation policies. Maybe this could also be a subsection under CLIMATE SCIENCE 

So far these instances is not coded! Instances has been found in Brooking 2007, IIE 2008;  
  

MODELLING is a subcode under CLIMATE REGULATION 
  

20-01 
200 pages have been coded with the three initial primary categories. On the basis of this sample of 
the texts a fourth category is developd: ECONOMICS. 
During the sample reading subcodes have been developed. These have been adjusted during the 
initial reading yet there have been very few limitations on the creation of new categories and thus 
there is now: 

Four subcodes under CLIMATE SCIENCE: UNCERTAINTY; CERTAINTY, CONSEQUENCES; 
UNREALISTIC 
11 subcodes under CLIMATE REGULATION: LEARNING; COMMAND AND CONTROL; CARBON 
TAX; CAP AND TRADE; OTHER IMPACT; PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE; ECONOMIC EFFICIENCY; 
DIFFICULTIES, INTERNATIONAL; ADAPTATION; MODELLING 
Seven subcodes under CAP AND TRADE DESIGN: ALLOCATION; POINT OF REGULATION; 
LINKING; REVENUE; SINKS; FLEXIBILITY; PRICE 

Continuing coding the uncoded reports, with all the subcodes to see if they are sufficient and 
"works".  



Alexander Rygner Holm  The United States Climate Change Policy Paradox 

94 
 

  
Considering moving "LEARNING" from CLIMATE REGULATION to CAP AND TRADE DESIGN primary 
category. - dropped  
Considering putting ECONOMIC EFFICIENCY (EE) under the "CAP AND TRADE"  within CLIMATE 
REGULATION and then forego EE - done! 
  

21-01 
Added COSTLY and TECHNOLOGY as subcodes under CLIMATE REGULATION.  
  
Considering adding additional PROs to the sample -e.g. American Council for Capital Formation 
which did not occur on the first list also MIT does a lot of work on climate change and could be used 
instead of James Baker III or as a an extra PRO in the University group. 

With two reports totalling 130+ pages, James Baker Institute for Public Policy is perhaps 
overrepresented in the "sample" 

  
Some ideas that does not fall within the subcategories, but still within the primary categories are 
coded only under the primary categories (CLIMATE REGULATION for example) 

  
22-01 

Changes COSTLY to also include ideas about that regulation is not COSTLY.  
Considering COMMAND AND CONTROL: statements about market mechanisms vs C&C should be 
put in the C&C category. 
Considering adding a subcategory: DISTRIBUTIONAL  - however, in many cases it can be covered 
under ALLOCATION. But in other cases distributional effects of environmental regulation is used to 
delegitimize regulation - thus such ideas will be put in DIFFICULTIES 
  

25-01 
Considering discarding UNREALISTIC subcategory - first it is not a CLIMATE SCIENCE subcategory and 
secondly it is covered by DIFFICULTIES and TECHNOLOGY within CLIMATE REGULATION 
Considering renaming OTHER IMPACTS to CO-BENEFITS. Co-costs should then be placed in the 
DIFFICULTIES category - discarded 
Considerng adding a category that should encapsule statements that are demonstrably false - yet 
this runs the risk of being very subjective as so far I have only found these claims among sceptics.  
Have added a category named ALTERNATIVES that consist of ADAPTATION and TECHNOLOGY and 
ideas about alternatives to the three standard approaches.  
Considering changing DIFFICULTIES to include all arguments against GHG emissions reductions 
(costly, co-costs in terms of national security or economic growth etc.) - discarded. DIFFICULTIES and 
arguments againt all climate regulation should be put in CLIMATE REGULATION 
Cap and trade and carbon tax is often treated as two very similar tools as they both put a price on 
carbon. Thus it is fine that some statements are coded in both categories. 
Considering adding a category that should capture ideas that legitimize climate action of any kind - 
this should be ALTERNATIVES maybe. - this should go in CLIMATE REGULATION category 
Considering a category that should encapsulate a TIME aspect i.e. whether action is needed now or 
whether action can wait. It could be interesting to see if the knowledge regime argues for 
immediate or delayed action. 
If DIFFICULTIES is changed to arguments againt GHG emissions reductions there might be a case for 
having a category called OBSTACLES since some PROs mention e.g. Institutional obstacles to 
implementing climate regulation. On the other hand, this is not as such knowledge about climate 
regulation it is a political science analysis to why this regulation has happened - which is not my 
interest. 
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26-01 

Resolving the difficulties in the coding scheme: 
CLIMATE SCIENCE: CERTAINTY; UNCERTAINTY are really important becuase these categories 
often revolve around the problem definition and what this should be. They are also closely 
connected to the problem solutions found in CLIMATE REGULATION. CONSEQUENCES is also 
interesting as this tells something about the ideas of the scope of the problem. 

UNREALISTIC is discarded as this will go under CLIMATE REGULATION: DIFFICULTIES or 
ARGUMENTS AGAINST 

  
CLIMATE REGULATION: C&C, TAX, CAP AND TRADE are all useful codes because they refer to 
positive and negative ideas about the these three main forms of response to climate 
regulation. ALTERNATIVES is useful because it highlights to what extend the knowledge 
regimes produce alternative and non mainstream ideas = this indicates the amount of 
disagreement in the KR. Adaptation ideas is included in ALTERNATIVES and thus ADAPTATION 
is discarded  

ECONOMIC EFFICIENCY is discarded as much of this is either under the new CBA 
(THEORIES), under CAP AND TRADE or under COSTLY. 
COSTLY: it makes sense to have a category that refers to whether it is cheap or 
expensive to do something about climate change. 
OTHER IMPACTS renamed to be CO-IMPACTS. CO-IMPACTS will capture ideas relating 
climate regulation to other areas such as many scholars argue is necessary to gain 
support for climate regulation.  
DIFFICULTIES is discarded. General statements about climate regulation should be put in 
CLIMATE REGULATION 
INTERNATIONAL is kept as it can be used as an excuse for inaction. 

  
CAP AND TRADE DESIGN: the codes in this category has been the most stable as this subject is 
much more easily identifiable and boundaries are easy to make. It is interesting to see the 
amount of theoretical and modelling that confirms the optimal design of cap and trade 
(especially auctioning) and how this translates poorly into the policy proposals - what does 
this say about the ideas produced in the knowledge regime. 
  
ECONOMICS: ECONOMICS is a useful category to establish some of the background ideas that 
is held in the KR. This category should be developed though. Name change: THEORIES which 
should describe what theories the authors subscribe to. Subcategories should be cost benefit 
analysis (CBA) which could entail some of the ideas in "ECONOMIC EFFICIENCY".   

  
27-29/01  

Final coding continues. The coding scheme seems to be working fine with very few thoughts about 
changing it or needing more categories. Some aspects of CAP AND TRADE DESIGN is not covered by 
the subcategories and there is therefore still ideas about "well defined allowances" and similar that 
is coded under CAP AND TRADE DESIGN.  
  

01-02/02 
Coding continues. Most codings within CLIMATE SCIENCE are not changed, though some codings of 
UNCERTAINTY are removed when they refer to uncertainty of future sea level rises or similar things 
where only the degree of the consequences is uncertain and not if climate change is happening and 
man made is uncertain.  
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04/2  
Coding finished.  
Still considering sampling a few extra organizations: Heartland Institute, Compeititive Enterprise 
Institute, Heritage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, MIT, RAND, American Council for 
Capital Formation or Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. However, adding more PROs to the 
sample at this points seems to be "evidence tampering" by selecting the data that confirms my 
presuppositions. Thus I will refrain from taking in any more PRO reports at this point however, later 
it could be interesting to bring in other reports as an additional perspective that can enlighten some 
issues.  
  

9/2-22/2 Start condensation. I take each coding category and turn it into a coherent prose text without 
too much analysis, still sticking very much to the points made by the authors. This is done for all coding 
categories. 

One of the advantages of coding is that you avoid the prejudices established in your head while 
reading. While reading and coding I had an idea that public choice arguments played a big role in 
most reports - it did but only in very few reports so I could easily have found a quote that backed up 
a statement that public choice arguments played a big role in most rerpots. However, when the 
coding analysis showed me that this was actually not the case. Very few reports actually used public 
choice arguments contrary to my "gut feeling" when reading the reports. 
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APPENDIX 3: TRIANGULATION SAMPLE 

Policy research organization Title of document Year  Document 

type 

Center for Energy and Environmental 

Policy Research 

Are cap-and-trade programs more 

environmentally effective than conventional 

regulation 

2003 Report 

Center for Energy and Environmental 

Policy Research 

Assessment of U.S. Cap-and-Trade Proposals 2007 Report 

Center for Energy and Environmental 

Policy Research 

Cap-and-Trade Properties under Different 

Scheme Design 

2009 Report 

Competitive Enterprise Institute What Every European Should Know about global 

warming 

2005 Brief 

Competitive Enterprise Institute 10 cool global warming policies 2009 Report 

Council on Foreign Relations Global Warming Plan Is Full of Hot Air 2002 Brief 

Council on Foreign Relations Political Interference with Climate Change 

Science 

2007 Brief 

Council on Foreign Relations International Climate Change Programs 2008 Brief 

Council on Foreign Relations Cap and Trade's Economic Impact 2009 Brief 

Government Accountability Office Preliminary Observations on Options for 

Distributing Emissions Allowances and Revenue 

under a Cap-andTrade Program 

2009 Testimony 

Government Accountability Office High Quality GHG emissions data 2009 Testimony 

Heritage Foundation The Lieberman–Warner Climate Change Act 2008 Report 

Heritage Foundation Five Myths About the Lieberman–Warner 2008 Brief 

Heritage Foundation Weathering Congress, Global Warming 2009 Brief 

Heritage Foundation The Economic Impact of Cap and Trade 2009 Testimony 

Property and Environment Research 

Center 

Global Warming: A Dialogue 2005 Interview 

transcript 
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Property and Environment Research 

Center 

A No-Regrets Carbon Reduction Policy 2008 Report 

 

RAND Corporation On Carbon Dioxide, a Better Alternative 2007 Blog 

RAND Corporation What Constitutes an effective approach to 

limiting Greenhouse gases 

2009 Podcast 

RAND Corporation Evaluating Options for U.S. Greenhouse-Gas 

Mitigation Using Multiple Criteria 

2009 Report 

World Resource Institute Submission to the U.S. Senate Energy and 

Natural Resources Committee Climate 

Conference 

2006 Submission 

World Resource Institute ‘The Future of Coal under a Carbon Cap and 

Trade Regime’ 

2007 Submission 

World Resource Institute Climate Change Legislation: Myths and Reality 2009 Brief 
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APPENDIX 4: CODED MATERIAL 

Appendix 4 is the total coded materials which can be found on the via CBS library. The coding process was 

done in Nvivo 11 a software program that is necessary to have installed, if one wants to look at the coded 

material. Nvivo can be downloaded for free through CBS. 
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APPENDIX 5: CONDENSATION 

Appendix 5 is the result of the condensation of the coded material. This can be found via CBS library  
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APPENDIX 6: PRO SAMPLE 

Appendix 6 is the PRO sample in Excel format. It is formatted as a table so it is possible to look through the 

different types of PROs. This can be found via CBS library. 

 


