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Popular Scientific Summary 

A rise in dangerous weather events, such as floods and extreme heat, due to climate 

change is inevitable, even in Southern Sweden. Many researchers suggest that one of the 

most appropriate ways to deal with this challenge is to meaningfully incorporate more people 

into decision-making processes ensuring solutions come from the bottom-up. These same 

researchers stress that this could have transformational effects. Transformational change 

refers to change that initiates new systems rather than simple adjustments to existing ones. 

Many scholars also stress that this transformational change is required to successfully adapt 

to climate change.  

However, the idea of better incorporating more public voice into the decision-making 

process is not new. Nonetheless, ineffective measures persist, which often means that public 

participation in Sweden is nothing more than a one-way passage of information, wherein the 

lay public maintains a limited ability to meaningfully affect outcomes. Even in spaces that 

purport to fix this problem, the outcomes of these processes have thus far been insufficiently 

transformational. Accordingly, this thesis intends to learn from these past miscalculations to 

develop a novel climate change adaptation lab that utilizes the organizing principle of 

sociocracy.  

Inspired by past research on urban living labs, a climate change adaptation lab is an 

experimental space that brings together experts, the lay public, and municipal workers to test 

and implement climate change adaptation policies. The question of whether this novel, 

created, space, of a climate change adaptation lab could act as a point for transformational 

change guided this thesis, as well as the question of what effect sociocracy had on this 

potential. The inclusion of sociocracy is consistent with the theoretical underpinnings of the 

thesis. Sociocracy is a method for distributing decision-making and power horizontally, 

limiting processes that previously hindered transformational spaces. Some of these past 

hindrances include a lack of co-creation, the ability for certain interests to take over, and 

agenda-setting decisions such as an inability to provide sufficient time for deliberation, 

amongst others. The researchers also link these processes with complex systems theory, 

ultimately arguing that the processes of the proposed lab are more in line with the various 

aspects of this conceptualization. 

The idea is that these sociocracy-informed climate change adaptation labs could be a 

permanent participatory space. However, due to limited resources and time, the thesis 



 
 

6 
 

attempted to exemplify these spaces using two impermanent labs, in Lund, Sweden, which 

the researchers analyzed through an after-survey distributed to participants. Additionally, 

along with the surveys, the researchers conducted a series of interviews with experts on 

participatory climate change adaptation, sociocracy, and the Swedish context to supplement 

the findings from the labs.  

Ultimately, utilizing Gaventa’s (2006) prescription for transformative change—and 

the findings from the various methodologies—this thesis concludes that a sociocracy-

informed climate change adaptation lab can contribute to transformational change and that 

sociocracy motivates this. Moreover, this transformational possibility connects to the lab’s 

ability to systemically challenge hidden and invisible power structures that have limited 

participatory spaces in the past, which opens a previously closed space that can provide the 

opportunity to challenge power through securing proper deliberation and voice. While the 

limited scope of this research equally limits its applicability, it nonetheless can serve as a 

starting point for further discussion on unorthodox solutions to participatory climate change 

adaptation, including the necessity of the inclusion of horizontal structures like sociocracy.  
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1. Introduction 

Climate change has evolved into an unprecedented societal and existential threat to 

humankind. As the final lines of this thesis were written, news broke that globally July 2023 

was the hottest month on record, with mean global temperatures temporarily exceeding the 

1.5 degrees Celsius threshold (Copernicus, 2023). Despite this, the most recent IPCC (2023) 

report points towards insufficient adaptation measures that, despite some progress made, are 

becoming an increasing complication because of maladaptive practices and difficulties 

related to adapting to complex shifting climate patterns. At the same time, the debate is 

growing on who ought to be at the forefront of climate change adaptation (CCA) efforts and 

if transformative adaptation, which implies a systemic change of economic, political, legal, 

or social nature (Filho et al., 2020; O’Brien & Sygna, 2013; Kates et al., 2012) is the only 

way forward as an alternative to the system that generated climate change in the first place. 

One alternative to the current pathway, as argued by various scholars (Hügel & Davies, 2020; 

Sarzynski, 2015; Wamsler, 2020), is enhanced and meaningful citizen participation in CCA 

policymaking. Sweden has set ambitious climate goals for climate change mitigation, aiming 

to become climate neutral by 2045 (Government Offices of Sweden, 2021). However, when it 

comes to CCA, efforts have thus far been inadequate, and there are several organizational 

challenges, especially on the local level, which plays a vital role in CCA efforts (Kristianssen 

& Granberg, 2021; Sveriges Riksdag, 2017). Taken together, this lack of bottom-up 

participatory CCA represents a considerable barrier to Swedish adaptation efforts. 

1.1 Preface 

Rittel and Weber (1973) refer to societal problems like these as wicked problems. 

Rittel and Weber (1973) define wicked problems as unique social planning-related problems 

with no obvious solution, where various actors are involved, presenting with high 

dependencies on other problems, that are surrounded by a vail of complexity, ambiguity and 

uncertainty and that society needs to address through a systems’ approach. Climate change 

represents a wicked problem, and there is no obvious solution to move forward. However, 

simply, systemic problems like climate change require systemic solutions (Meadows, 2011), 

such as changing the way Global North countries like Sweden undertake participation.   

Participation, not only in the context of CCA but as a broader concept relevant to 

various fields of governance, has been coined in many ways. Terms like public participation, 

civic engagement, stakeholder engagement, and community engagement are all used to refer 
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to a mode of governance that calls for a more inclusive approach to decision-making by 

involving actors that are directly or indirectly affected by an issue or policy implication 

(Sarzynski, 2015). Practitioners use public participation as an umbrella term that incorporates 

a wide range of ways through which they consider public participation when it comes to 

decision-making and governance (Hügel & Davies, 2019). A professional working with 

public engagement in the local context (Regional Worker, Interview, 2023) pointed out that 

ideally, participation is highly inclusive, gathering input but also allowing for agency for 

different groups of people. Indeed, as illustrated by Thomson (2003), public engagement 

through co-creation can generate a participatory landscape of shared authority, thus altering 

predominant hierarchical patterns. Public participation can be a tool that initiates 

transformative societal processes (Suphattanakul, 2018) and connects to the detrimental shift 

from government to governance or what Healy (1992) refers to as the communicative turn in 

planning as a method for decision-making by including more stakeholders to address urban 

complexity.   

Experimentation, as highlighted by Hilden et al. (2017), represents a driver for 

societal transitions and a means to set the foundations for democratizing transition 

governance through a more iterative and trans-disciplinary approach. The present thesis 

draws from urban experimentation in urban living labs (ULLs) and its transformative 

potential, introducing the concept of CCA labs as experimental spaces and processes of 

deliberation that experiment with a shift toward a transformational approach to climate 

change governance by leading to more permanent and inclusive participatory spaces. The 

proposed sociocracy-informed CCA labs could act as a permanent, horizontal space to bring 

together the lay public, experts, and municipal workers, to experiment and implement CCA 

measures from the bottom-up. While sociocracy—which Rau & Koch-Gonzalez (2018) 

define as “a set of tools and principles that ensure shared power” (ibid., p.1)—constitutes the 

method for organizing and running the proposed labs.   

1.2 Aim and Research Questions 

In order to investigate the potential of these labs, the researchers established and ran 

two labs in Lund, Sweden, in early 2023. The findings from these two labs—along with 

supplementary interviews—are the primary methodology for this thesis to answer its research 

questions. The theory is that a sociocracy-informed CCA lab can act as a permanent created 

space that challenges all forms of power from the bottom-up and thereby contribute to 



 
 

12 
 

transformational change in the context of CCA. The focus and the implementation of the 

CCA labs through the methodology of sociocracy are in the Swedish context, however, the 

aim is to draw conclusions and suggest alternative pathways beyond that. The aim of the 

thesis is reflected through the following research questions: 

Research Question 1: To what extent can a climate change adaptation lab be a space 

for transformative change?  

This mixed exploratory and descriptive research question examines how participatory 

experimentation around CCA aligns with transformative approaches. 

Research Question 2:  How do the principles of sociocracy affect the processes of the 

lab?   

The second exploratory research question investigates the potential of a sociocracy-

informed CCA lab to initiate transformative change by shifting the prevalent governance 

approaches to CCA by raising the public’s voice in policymaking and shifting the power 

dynamics. 

1.3 Relevance  

Essentially what this thesis proposes is a new methodology for practising participation 

for CCA at the local level. The novel contribution comes by combining a CCA lab with the 

methodology of sociocracy. Although sociocracy has been around as a method for decision-

making, especially in organizations, it is underutilized in the context of public participation 

and CCA. The thesis discusses sociocracy in relation to power and voice, investigating the 

potential of shifting the current dynamics towards a more deliberative approach to inclusive 

decision-making for CCA governance. At the same time, the thesis aims to produce an 

outcome that will be useful for Swedish municipalities in finding alternative pathways for 

meaningful and enhanced public participation in planning and specifically for CCA where, as 

the thesis demonstrates, a more inclusive approach to governance is significantly lacking. 

1.4 Overview of Chapters 

The first chapter of the thesis introduces the topic by presenting the background, the 

aim of the study and the relevant research questions it addresses, as well as the relevance in 

the field of CCA. Chapter 2 lays out the theoretical underpinnings of the thesis project by 

discussing the concepts of complex systems and power. Amongst others, it relates current 
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undertakings to Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation and Gaventa’s (2006) power cube. It 

also explores the current findings on ULLs and sociocracy. Chapter 3 frames the study and 

lays out the methodology followed to respond to the two research questions guiding the 

project. Chapter 4 presents the results from the evaluation survey, which was the primary 

method for evaluating the two participatory labs that are the project’s central focus. It also 

introduces the findings from the supplementary interviews. Chapter 5 discusses the project’s 

findings concerning the main theoretical components of the thesis discussed in Chapter 2 and 

the reality of the Swedish CCA governance context, summarising the responses to the two 

research questions. Finally, Chapter 6 offers final conclusions, including suggestions for 

further research.    
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2. Theoretical Background  

This section explores the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis. It will discuss the 

relationship between bottom-up, localized decision-making, and complexity theory, and 

relate this to transformational change. It will also utilize Gaventa’s (2006) definition of power 

and transformational change to discuss participatory spaces. Finally, it will relate these two 

concepts to existing scholarship on ULLs and sociocracy.   

2.1 Complex Systems  

Systemic problems like climate change require systemic solutions (Meadows, 2011). 

The ubiquitous pressure and release model (Wisner et al., 2014) provides a foundation for 

looking into these alternative—transformative—governance solutions that can promote 

effective CCA. The pressure and release model demonstrates the nexus between 

vulnerabilities and hazards, indicating that disasters result from the interplay between root 

causes, dynamic pressures, unsafe conditions, and hazards (Wisner et al., 2014). Ultimately, 

this model validates investigations into the underlying systems that turn natural hazards—

which will inevitably rise to due to climate change—into disasters. .  

However, if current systems are replaced or transformed into new ones that can 

appropriately respond to this challenge, then it is fundamentally counterproductive to initiate 

ones that perpetuate top-down exercises of power. Capra & Luisi (2014) argue that in a 

complex system characterized by dynamic interactions, exercises of power through 

domination, via a top-down hierarchy, are antithetical to systems thinking. CCA efforts take 

place in these complex dynamic systems. Subsequently, they argue for a power activated 

around empowering others, specifically empowering and facilitating the interactions and 

connections that make up the system and expanding networks of cooperation wherever 

possible (ibid.). These two forms of power manifest in real life through top-down 

bureaucratic government decisions being disseminated to the public. In contrast to these top-

down organizations are ones that prioritize mediation and facilitation, like participatory mini-

publics and the proposed CCA lab.   

It is worth noting that not all hierarchy is counterproductive, in fact it is inherent to 

complex systems, but power through domination exercised in a hierarchy is. In fact, work 

done by Ford et al. (2016) in the Canadian Arctic demonstrates that one risk of community-

based adaptation projects is it creates a perception that CCA is a purely local task, without it 

being supplemented by action at a regional and national level. Nonetheless, Meadows (2011) 
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contends that the purpose of hierarchy is for the structures at the top to assist the originating 

ones at the bottom. However, this has largely been flipped in the field of CCA with those at 

the bottom servicing the top (Phillips, 2021). Cole & Thakore (2021) contend that the very 

notion of good governance in the modern age implies bottom-up decision-making, that 

incorporates a range of perspectives, wherein the decisions taken at the lower levels are 

matched by those at the top. Their work specifically highlights how these bottom-up 

pathways have strengthened resilience in marine governance.   

In a complex system, resilience—a central concept in CCA (Berkes et al., 2009)—is 

not a static state but rather a “metaphorical quality—a name used to represent outcomes and 

processes that emerge in relation to intersecting difficulties” (Atallah et al., 2021, p. 884). In 

other words, resilience is contingent and dynamic, and CCA can be seen as a political process 

wherein different actors with multiple, subjective, ever-shifting—potentially conflicting—

preferences and circumstances traverse and resolve these circumstances (Beck et al., 2014; 

Eriksen et al., 2015). In the book Thinking in Systems: A Primer, Meadows (2011) 

straightforwardly lays out that “once we understand the relationship between structure and 

behaviour, we can begin to understand how systems work” (Meadows, 2011, p. 1). Therefore, 

it is worth considering what behaviour structures of power incentivize. For instance, if a 

system is constructed in a way that encourages power through domination, then these 

conflicts are contested. However, if it is done in a way wherein everyone is heard and 

facilitation and participation occur, then different parties can better cooperate and 

compromise.   

Proposals for planned relocations provide an illustrative example of this reality. When 

top-down government organizations proposed relocating communities in New Orleans after 

Hurricane Katrina, there was immense pushback leading to the projects’ scrapping and the 

community remaining less resilient (Campanella, 2018). Contrastingly, in Manizales, 

Colombia, when citizens organized together and deliberated over resettlement within the city, 

they generated a plan everyone could accept (Wamsler, 2014,). Whereas in New Orleans, 

those within the hierarchies could not impose their plan given a lack of local understanding, 

instead creating conflicts and thereby leaving the communities more vulnerable to rising sea 

levels that will result from climate change.   

A system that encourages conflict and contestation is electoral politics which is one of 

the main avenues for most in the Global North to engage on many issues including CCA 
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(Vráblíková, 2016). Along with encouraging conflict and contestation, the design of these 

systems ultimately obfuscates their original capacity to act as truth-tracking devices 

(Habermas, 2005). Truth-tracking, in this instance, refers to the inherent ability of the system 

to push toward truth (ibid.). Instead, Chambers (2021) argues that purer forms of democracy, 

such as participatory mini-publics, can act as better manifestations of this potential. 

Moreover, she notes that the truth will always be contested and contingent, and there is 

significant research (e.g. Dryzek et al., 2019; Gastil et al., 2008) demonstrating that if it is 

contested in open, deliberative, democratic spaces, people tend to act as “rational problem 

solvers pursuing evidence-driven solutions to political problems” (Chambers, 2021, p. 152), 

thereby increasing the likelihood that new, transformative, systems will come out of these 

processes that reflect the systemic challenge of climate change.   

In further contrast to these electoral conceptions of CCA, Bächtiger et al. (2018) 

describe deliberative democracy as a form of collaborative decision-making that places a 

central emphasis on deliberation. They define deliberation as “mutual communication that 

involves weighing and reflecting on preferences, values and interests regarding matters of 

common concern” (ibid, p.2). The above definition points towards a high degree of 

connection between deliberation and participation, and some scholars suggest that 

deliberative democracy developed from a bigger conceptual pool of participatory democracy 

(Floridia, 2014).   

Dryzek and Niemeyer (2019) argue that there are three ways through which 

deliberation is beneficial for CCA governance. For one, deliberation helps to integrate diverse 

perspectives to address complexity (ibid.). Further, they argue, it generates alternative 

channels for feedback on the state of governance while raising issues of the common good 

over powerful material interests (ibid.). Finally, it can bring forth the voices of marginalized 

groups, the most vulnerable, as well as raise concern over the state of future generations 

which ought to be considered and brought up more concisely in the debate on climate change. 

Existing channels for governance practices are not enough to change the course of business as 

usual. Additionally, novel and more effective channels of public pressure that also bring 

along a priority shift from material interests to the common good have an impact by adding 

further pressure on powerful actors.  

Furthermore, Dryzek and Niemeyer (2019) suggest a combination of top-down and 

bottom-up innovations with the concept of mini-publics as a central idea as formulated by 
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Dahl (1989). Mini-publics, as imagined by Dahl (1989), refer to a representative group of 

citizens coming together to deliberate on an issue and inform decision-making. Mini-publics 

can range from citizen juries to planning cells, deliberative polls, as well as their more radical 

and widely discussed today form of citizen assemblies (Escobar & Elstub, 2017). Citizens’ 

initiatives and their direct democratic processes and spaces for decision-making and setting 

agendas, such as popular assemblies, can push for a shift towards a more deliberative turn in 

CCA governance while actively addressing issues of power in planning by combating the 

very mechanisms that channel it.   

Moreover, if made permanent these deliberative spaces can act as a space for iterative 

change. Due to the complexities involved with adapting to climate change, many scholars 

(e.g. Ayers et al., 2014; Esnor & Berger, 2009; Phillips, 2021) stress the need for a shift away 

from the projectization of CCA towards more permanent, solutions that can, among other 

functions, promote iterative learning. Projectization is a pejorative term that refers to a 

situation when a top-down implementing actor enters a community to initiate a project with a 

limited time frame (Vallejo & When, 2016). Subsequently, once the project starts, ineffective 

monitoring and evaluation mechanisms are created and neither the objectives nor the original 

plan are sufficiently updated (Bakewell & Garbutt, 2005; Vallejo & Wehn, 2016). Instead, 

the project continues as initially designed with no regard to whether it is working or if there 

are any unintended consequences (Bakewell & Garbutt, 2005). Then, after a few years, all 

partners move on without creating any long-term sustainable change (Vallejo & Wehn, 

2016). While this is an overgeneralization, it nonetheless reflects a prevalent reality (Ayers et 

al., 2014; Phillips, 2021).   

In opposition to this projectization are programs that are started and run by those 

within a given community and established on a more permanent or semi-permanent basis, 

meaning they can be updated as circumstances and knowledge change. Given the scientific 

complexity of a problem like climate change, accurately predicting future consequences is an 

impossibility. This unpredictability means CCA practitioners need to contend with significant 

uncertainty when considering future risks. Kong et al. (2020) maintain that one way to 

overcome this problem is by incorporating a system of social learning. Social learning, in this 

instance, involves facilitating learning through social interactions between local actors (ibid.). 

As Glaas et al. (2022) revealed, locales that undertake these bottom-up processes are more 

likely to better adapt to climate change.    
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Simply put, deliberative, dynamic, iterative, processes are better equipped to deal with 

complexity. Given the importance placed on connections in complexity theory, to fully 

understand one agent in a system, one would need to understand everything about everything 

it interacts with, which is an impossibility (Capra & Luisi, 2014). As no one single element 

can understand the whole picture, it is imperative to incorporate as many feedback loops, 

redundancies, and diverse perspectives as possible (Kaufmann & Hill, 2021). Putting more 

data into a top-down command-and-control system does not improve outcomes because there 

is simply too much information for individuals within a hierarchy to completely grasp 

(Cavallo & Ireland, 2014). Therefore, it is imperative to recognize and accept unknowns and 

potential shortcomings of centralized, hierarchical systems that follow from that, which 

connects with the near-universal acceptance within CCA of the need for more localized, 

bottom-up processes (e.g., Braams et al., 2021; Fazey et al., 2020; Hendriks, 2009). 

Centralized, hierarchical systems cannot carry out these locally-led processes.   

These unknowns are complicated by feedback delays inherent to complex systems. 

Feedback delays mean that by the time a problem within a complex system is evident, it is 

often challenging to resolve (Meadows, 2011). One way to lessen this phenomenon is, again, 

to have decision-making closer to the source (Phillips, 2021). Approximate knowledge is 

easier to gain if systems involve as many of those that the decisions are being made about as 

feasibly possible (Berkes et al., 2009). In the space of CCA, this manifests through 

community-based adaptation, which “deliberately engages people in a collaborative decision-

making process that attempts to better align adaptation planning with the needs, interest, local 

knowledge, and cultural context of residents” (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2020, p. 164).  

Leichenko & O’Brien (2020) also stress that this community-based work lessens the 

chance of maladaptation. Maladaptation refers to an “action taken ostensibly to avoid or 

reduce vulnerability to climate change that impacts adversely on or increases the vulnerability 

to systems, sectors, or social groups” (Barnett & O’Neill, 2010, p. 211). Phillips (2021) also 

contends that bottom-up initiatives are also better able to incorporate wider issues—like 

socio-economic inequality—which again lessens the chance of maladaptation. In sum, 

programs that are led by as many local perspectives as feasibly possible are one way to better 

contend with feedback delays and avoid maladaptation.   

This feature of bottom-up systems to avoid maladaptation corresponds to the 

scholarship on cybernetics. While this field is broad, one of its key insights is that one way to 
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contend with the feedback loops inherent to complex systems is to build in multiple feedback 

mechanisms (Heylighen et al., 2006). In other words, to incorporate points at which 

information and reactions are fed back into the system. Therefore, the most appropriate thing 

to do is to facilitate connectedness and networks of exchange that can act as these points of 

feedback (Bodin et al., 2019). When systems properly integrate these feedback loops—i.e. 

they come from the bottom-up—monitoring, evaluation, and learning becomes a key feature 

of the system itself rather than relying on individual MEL experts to analyze individual 

projects.   

Additionally, through the facilitation of these connections, new systems can emerge. 

Given the desire for transformational change in these complex human systems—it is worth 

exploring this emergence and how novel systems form from the bottom-up. Emergence refers 

to properties of systems that cannot be reduced to the behaviours of individual parts 

(Heylighen et al., 2006). Emergence happens through relationships (Berkes et al., 2009). 

Therefore, it is imperative to facilitate relationships and connections if there is a desire for 

transformational change rather than expecting a new system to emerge from top-down 

systems that do not facilitate these relations (ibid.). Moreover, in emergent systems 

adaptation is formed through “local rules between interacting agents [creating] higher-level 

behaviour well suited to its environment” (Johnson, 2002, p. 7). This definition of adaptation 

emerging through local interactions reinforces the need to shift away from top-down 

command and control systems towards new ones that can meaningfully contend with 

complexity and facilitate these bottom-up interactions.   

2.2 Power  

It is worth taking a moment to consider how power manifests when these more 

bottom-up processes are enacted, because—as this section will demonstrate—history and 

decades of scholarship indicate that simply creating these bottom-up spaces alone is not 

enough to achieve transformational change. CCA is a highly socio-political process (Eriksen 

et al., 2015). Through it, change is defined and framed through a dynamic interplay of 

knowledge, authority and subjectivity that eventually dictates which social actors obtain a 

more significant role than others in CCA efforts. Gaventa (2006) presents a framework that 

helps to conceptualize these different manifestations of power in relation to participation 

through the interplay between levels, forms, and spaces of power (Gaventa, 2006,). This 
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framework is represented by a Rubik’s cube, demonstrating the dynamic interplay between 

the different components of power, as seen in Figure 1.  

  

 

 

 Figure 1: Power Cube (Gaventa, 2006, p. 25)  

 

Regarding spaces of participation, Gaventa employs Lefebvre’s (1974) theorization of 

space as a social production, with power shaping their boundaries, thus leading to the 

formation of closed spaces, where decision-making is not inclusive, to invited spaces, spaces 

of regulated institutional-led participation and claimed or created spaces, where people 

generate their own meanings outside the prevalent institutional norms. Levels or places of 

power can range from local to national and global (Gaventa, 2006). Finally, forms of power 

vary from visible to hidden and invisible. VeneKlasen & Miller (2002) argue that these forms 

of power act as mechanisms that shape participation and set in motion various processes such 

as conflict, marginalization, or resistance of social groups. Visible forms of power are 

connected to more transparent and formal decision-making processes, while hidden power 

relates to procedural and agenda-setting decisions. Invisible power is connected more to the 

shaping of the societal norms that define the psychological and ideological boundaries of 

participation and generate barriers to change by exacerbating marginalization and injustices 

(Gaventa, 2006; VeneKlasen & Miller, 2002).   
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Taking this all together, Gaventa (2006) argues that transformational change happens 

“when [social movements or social actors] are able to link the demands for 

opening previously closed spaces with people’s action in their own spaces; to span 

across local and global action, and to challenge visible, hidden and invisible power 

simultaneously” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 30)  

This thesis intends to develop and assess a CCA lab, which can act as a created space that is 

less limited by hidden and invisible forms of power than analogous settings, in order to 

provide space for participants to challenge all forms of power from the bottom-up and 

thereby contribute to transformational change. The implications from the power cube 

framework are pertinent to citizen empowerment and the initiation of meaningful 

participatory processes that are locally owned. These projects have the potential to generate 

new landscapes of participation that are directed toward responding to complex contemporary 

issues that decision-makers alone fail to address efficiently (Cuthill & Fiel, 2005). However, 

this implies that these processes are also a product of co-creation. The activities initiated for 

developing capacities for empowerment follow a methodology that adequately responds to 

the need for alternate power domains and shifts in organizational structures. Becker (2014) 

argues that actors involved in projects seek guarantees that some form of change will 

succeed, which has often not been the case. The rest of this section will utilize Gaventa’s 

conception of power to consider why some of these spaces have been unsuccessful in 

obtaining these transformational changes.   

One of the recently created participatory spaces with the most theoretical 

transformational potential—analogous to the proposed CCA lab—are citizens’ assemblies 

(Braams et al., 2021; Gerwin, 2018). The 2017 Irish Citizens’ Assembly on climate change 

provides an exemplary case to explore how hidden and invisible power can weaken these 

created spaces. Although not all, many scholars remain skeptical that the effects of the 

Assembly were sufficiently transformational (Courant, 2021; Davies et al., 2021; Farrell et 

al., 2019; Fitzgerald et al., 2021). Looking at various manifestations of hidden and invisible 

power within the space provides a lens to answer why the recommendations that came out 

were not transformational. These insights from the Irish case provide a theoretical foundation 

for the proposed CCA lab methodology. 

For instance, one example lies in the framing of the question the Assembly 

considered—"how the state can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change” (Torney, 
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2021, p. 384)—which members of the Irish parliament set (ibid.). Climate change is not 

really even a single issue, but rather a set of complex interacting problems that touches nearly 

every aspect of society (Mulvad & Popp-Madsen, 2021). Therefore, having such a broad 

question and a short time frame of four days meant the Assembly could merely engage with 

the topic on a superficial level (ibid.). Simply put, proper deliberative processes take time, 

which the Assembly was not afforded (Curato et al., 2017; Lasker & Weiss, 2003).   

Moreover, the judge who ran the proceedings was known to shut down contentions 

that arose between participants (Courant, 2021). Impeding contestation is completely counter 

to the standard of prolonged, contested deliberation that is fundamental to these spaces and 

represents a vital step in obtaining the optimal solution (Gerwin, 2018). Additionally, a 

survey of participants after the Assembly revealed they wanted more, with fewer topics, and 

more time spent on each issue (Devaney et al., 2020). Nonetheless, despite this sentiment, the 

hidden choice of the topic framing and time allocation remained unmodified, limiting the 

Assembly’s capacity.  

In addition, various research suggests that citizens turn to others to help them frame 

and shape their political opinions, particularly with an issue as complex as climate change 

(Druckman & Nelson, 2003). This phenomenon, also known as the framing effect, “occurs 

when in the course of describing an issue or event, a speaker’s emphasis on a subset of 

potentially relevant considerations causes individuals to focus on these considerations when 

constructing their opinions” (Druckman & Nelson, 2003, p. 730). Thereby, the potential of 

participatory spaces is contingent on the extent to which participants expose each other to 

transformative ideals, opinions, and frames. This reality means each participant retains 

considerable power to open up and close down policy options (Blue, 2015).  

It is worth noting that the list of speakers in the Irish case was chosen by an expert 

advisory group, with little influence from participants, and all twenty-one speakers were 

either academics or exemplars of climate action (Torney, 2021). While there was a process 

for Irish citizens to submit opinions, the expert advisory group also filtered these (ibid.). The 

inclusion of so few non-scientific experts produced the effect of closing down certain policy 

solutions. Bentz et al. (2022) argue that if processes like these do not explicitly consider 

entrenched power, then they risk cooptation by those with a vested interest in upholding the 

status quo. Moreover, Druckman & Nelson (2003) contend that deliberations with a limited 

range of perspectives are unlikely to affect elite framing. Instead, climate change is more 
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likely framed as a value-neutral scientific problem, which does not require systemic change 

(Blue, 2015). However, there is no neutral framing for climate change, as it is inherently a 

political issue intrinsically linked to power (Eriksen et al., 2015; Torney, 2021). Although it 

is difficult to even conceptualize the systemic change required to deal with an issue as 

complex as CCA, this problem will remain unresolved without challenging the very idea of 

impartial scientific advice (Latour, 2017). Ultimately, if those who sought transformational 

change had better illuminated these entrenched, invisible, ideological boundaries, the 

potential for transformative change would have been more significant.  

The Irish Citizen’s Assembly reveals that when creating new spaces, actors must 

contest hidden, agenda-setting powers, as well as invisible power that limits whose voice gets 

heard if these spaces are going to produce transformational outcomes. In other words, just 

because a new transformative, participatory, space opens does not mean the work of 

challenging power is complete. Experiences with citizens’ assemblies in other jurisdictions 

encountered comparable obstacles (Carson, 2013; Giraudet et al., 2022; Wells et al., 2021; 

Wells, 2022), and other research from participatory spaces illuminates an equivalent bias 

towards status quo views (Blezer & Abujidi, 2021; Buono et al., 2012; Byrne, et al., 2022; 

Palacios, 2016). Ultimately, showing it is critical to provide the space for as wide of a range 

of voices as possible so that these participatory processes can realize their transformational 

potential (Bentz et al., 2022; Brink & Wamsler, 2018; Hochachka, 2022).   

While much of the preceding analysis focused on an expert versus non-expert 

distinction, this is just one of the numerous ways to assess the suitability of the range of 

voices heard in a participatory space. In fact, most scholars on these spaces agree that their 

legitimacy is tied, in part, to their level of representativeness in terms of things like race, age, 

and gender (Gerwin, 2018; Lang, 2007), and few argue this is an unimportant consideration. 

Whose voice is heard matters and this prevailing sentiment is often actualized through better 

representation.   

However, despite its purported transformational potential, solely increasing the 

number of marginalized people in an organization is not enough to improve outcomes 

(Benschop & Verloo, 2006; Howland et al., 2021). Expanding representation alone 

establishes the positions and perspectives of non-marginalized people as the ideal that 

marginalized people should aim for, which reinforces gendered, racialized, classed, colonial, 

etc. processes (Baines, 2010; Benschop & Verloo, 2006). Missing the embedded nature of 
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these processes represents an obstacle to transformative change, as it reproduces the 

dominant norms.   

Instead—drawing inspiration from Crenshaw (1989)—Palacios (2016) proposes 

practitioners should not just ask “who is there?” (ibid., p. 360) but also “are conditions 

present that allow the voice, presence, and worldview of marginalized people to be 

guaranteed?” (ibid., p. 360). Since the 1970s, there has been considerable gender studies 

work into the dynamics that exist between men and women in settings like meetings and 

other analogous spaces to participatory processes. For instance, nearly fifty years ago, Aries 

(1976) demonstrated how in group settings, men interrupt women, dominate conversations, 

and ultimately just take up more space. Importantly, there is not much to suggest this reality 

has significantly improved (Canedo et al., 2021; Madsen et al., 2020). Men also push for 

more centralized hierarchical control (Berdahl & Anderson, 2005), dismiss female concerns, 

and demean women by undertaking actions like calling them girls (Martin, 2006).   

Further, these concerns are not just confined to gender. People with LGBTQ identities 

report a similar inability to wholly participate due to microaggressions, intentional 

misgendering, purposeful ignoring, tokenizing, and more (Brower, 2016; Galupo & Resnick, 

2016). Similarly, racialized people describe situations where they stop offering opinions 

because their white colleagues never illicit or regard them (Martin, 2006). These 

transgressions are not minor as they reduce people’s voice and cause them to withdraw 

(Brower, 2016). Ultimately, the research on this is extensive, and several more pages of 

examples could follow—which is further complicated by the complex ways these 

overlapping identities interact and intersect forming diverse experiences (Crenshaw, 1989)—

but the fundamental assertion is clear that there are more barriers than merely having more 

representative bodies.  

To put it simply, despite the importance placed on it, more representation does not 

necessarily mean a wider range of voices are heard (Fletcher et al., 2015). Therefore—given 

that exposing stakeholders to as wide a range of views as possible is necessary for 

transformative change—limiting whose voice is heard in these ways, even if the room itself is 

representative, limits the transformative potential of any participatory process. Despite this, 

Palacios (2016) demonstrates how implementers of public participation have thus far 

insufficiently considered ways to lessen these problematic expressions of invisible power.   
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Ultimately, there is significant power in the hands of those implementing the 

participatory processes, particularly when it goes unchecked or when they give preference to 

one stakeholder over another (Ansell & Gash, 2008). For instance, participatory planning is 

notorious for the ability of business interests to take over discussions using tactics like 

complex, insider, and legal language (Few et al., 2007). Additionally, Few et al. (2007) 

illuminate how business interests shaped a UK preparedness plan by imparting their language 

into the document over other stakeholders. The initiating actors offering businesses a 

disproportionate influence, even if other stakeholders are present, is another way unchecked 

power can limit the transformational potential of participatory governance.  

Moreover, one of these stakeholder perspectives that governments and large 

institutions tend to favour is their own. These organizations are notoriously inflexible and 

unreflexive, preferring to focus on fixing external problems and actors rather than on how 

their own “patterns, interests, assumptions, and blind spots may perpetuate existing power 

structures and patterns of interaction” (Bentz et al., 2022, p. 499). This rigidity manifests in 

the realm of participatory democracy, in part, through a reluctance to hand over power, 

meaning participation is habitually nothing but consultation or a one-way passage of 

information (Buono et al., 2012 Fenton et al., 2016; Few et al., 2007; Lasker & Weiss, 

2003).   

Cattino & Reckien (2018) argue that the positive environmental outcomes from 

participatory processes are not guaranteed but are dependent on the span of involvement, 

communication, and collaboration, as well as the degree of power delegation to participants. 

There are several ways to model these levels of participation (e.g. Fenton et al., 2016; Mees 

et al., 2019). However, perhaps the most applicable model is still the ladder of participation 

from Arnstein (1969), which can be found in Figure 2. 
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 Figure 2: The Ladder of Participation (Own-edit adapted from Arnstein, 1969, p. 217)  

 

In the article The Ladder of Participation, Arnstein (1969) poignantly lays out how “there is a 

critical difference between going through the empty ritual of participation and having the real 

power needed to affect the outcome of the process” (ibid., p. 216). She uses a ladder to 

illustrate how this participation can range from nonparticipation to tokenism to citizen power. 

The implication is the more participatory, or more control citizens have over the process, the 

higher up they are on the ladder (ibid.). A discussion of where Sweden fits on this ladder is in 

the results section. But for now, what is worth noting is that there is an apparent gap in the 

rhetoric on participation and how institutions actually carry it out with many falling in the 

bottom-half (Slotterback & Lauria, 2019). Lasker & Weiss (2003) describe this disparity as 

implementing actors treating local people as customers or clients rather than collaborators, 

which ultimately neutralizes the local knowledge that is so often seen as indispensable in 

CCA (Naess, 2013).   

A lack of meaningful engagement is not just undesirable in a normative sense, but 

Fenton et al. (2016) use a series of case studies in Swedish municipalities to demonstrate how 

people disengage from processes if they feel like their voices are not being heard. Again, if 

people are not showing up to these engagements and airing their views, then their 
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transformative potential is limited. This principle is not purely theoretical either, as the 

Swedish cases that Fenton et al. (2016) examined demonstrated how the more bottom-up 

processes led to more valuable outcomes. While people always have power, the ability to 

structurally set the terms for how much voice people get in a particular process, and thereby 

how much agency they feel they have, represents a power that those occupying positions in 

institutions hold over people. Therefore, actors need to challenge this power when others 

exercise it in a way that is not empowering local people to open up space for transformational 

change.   

However, this is not to suggest that actors within these organizations are consciously 

committed to upholding the dominant cultural paradigm. On the contrary, Baines (2010) uses 

the case of a development project between a Global North and South university to show how 

even explicit commitments and considerations to decolonial and anti-sexist principles were 

not enough to overcome some of their effects due to a lack of systemic change. One of the 

examples Baines (2010) provides to advance this assertion comes from the reproduction of 

colonial dynamics due to gendered organizational practices. Essentially, the organization was 

unwilling to pay for the children of women to travel with them to the host country in the 

Global South, instead conceding that they should only take brief trips to reduce the time spent 

away from their families. Subsequently, the project reproduced problematic neo-colonial 

relations of having someone execute decisions about a context they had spent little time in, 

despite protests from those involved (ibid.). While the work did not take place in the context 

of participatory governance, it serves as a cautionary example of how institutions, despite 

everyone’s best efforts, can reproduce problematic, unwanted patterns if there is no 

consequential way to enact systemic change.   

In essence, mainstreaming through representation is based on the idea that the 

eradication of differences and discrimination is possible by allowing groups to advance 

without conflict and with little effort from those in the predominant position (Blum & Smith, 

1988; Childs & Krook, 2008; Lewis & Simpson, 2012). Cockburn (1989) characterizes this 

perspective as “giv[ing] disadvantaged groups a boost up the ladder, while leaving the 

structure of that ladder and the disadvantage it entails just as before” (ibid., p. 217). Applying 

this perspective exposes how these raced, classed, colonial, gendered, and heteronormative 

relations are embedded into organizations and are not something that actors can easily 

manage out, but rather are contingent, constantly acted out, and heavily tied to discourse 

(Baines, 2010; Lewis & Simpson, 2012). Baines (2010) notes how people employ these 
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dynamic discourses to rationalize and justify actions taken against them as well as their own 

(in)actions within organizations. Meaning when these discourses are centred in problematic 

ways they then have the effect of alienating and excluding those who belong to marginalized 

groups, thereby discouraging participation and lowering transformational potential (ibid.). 

Additionally, if these structures are unreflexively left intact, this necessarily reinforces 

present conditions, restricting the ability for change. Accordingly, to unlock this 

transformational capacity, actors within participatory governance systems must analyze and 

confront the complex ways institutions themselves are gendered, racialized, classed, etc.   

Adopting this view of power being acted out and embedded in interactions, relations, 

and discourse necessitates a recognition that all actors within a given setting maintain the 

ability to challenge invisible and hidden forms of power, including ones in participatory 

governance (Lewis & Simpson, 2012). Since people cultivate these dynamics through both 

deliberate and inadvertent relations, they are in flux and, therefore, challengeable (Baines, 

2010). While certain groups maintain a greater ability to influence how this invisible power 

plays out, marginalized people are never entirely without power (Lewis & Simpson, 2012). 

Similarly, Lukes (2021) contends that although when people speak they are limited by the 

systems they exist in, there is still a certain aspect of autonomy in action. As different 

structures promote different behaviours the degree of receptivity to subversive outlooks is 

structurally bound (ibid.), thereby furthering the argument to promote systems that do not 

reinforce counterproductive relations.   

Specifically, people belonging to marginalized groups can challenge dominant 

discourses “through radical acts, subversive stress and interpersonal relations” (Lewis & 

Simpson, 2012, p. 150), to name a few. For instance, Martin (2006), in the space of gender, 

shows how merely sharing stories of problematic acts can help to overturn these practices in 

the right context. Dominant groups can increase the transformative potential of these actions 

by educating themselves on these issues and utilizing their position to create room for others 

to speak (Gram-Hanssen et al., 2022). Getting non-marginalized people to undertake this 

requires challenging invisible power in the sense of confronting prevailing norms and ways 

of being.   

Bearing all this in mind, the implication is not that anyone needs to challenge hidden 

or invisible forms of power on behalf of marginalized people. Instead, all actors within these 

participatory spaces currently need to further reflect, problematize, and contest problematic 
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manifestations of these forms of power—which is viable given its dynamic nature. Moreover, 

when establishing new, created, spaces actors should ensure they are not reinforcing these 

counterproductive dynamics. A critique like this also necessitates an emphasis on evaluating, 

and reshaping systems (Lukes, 2021), in order to realize the transformative potential of 

participatory spaces. While these preceding statements may seem contradictory, they are 

complementary when recognizing that subversive acts can reshape systems as long as the 

embedded nature of these relations is recognized. However, again, the degree to which this is 

true is structurally bound by the given system’s receptivity to subversive outlooks (ibid.). 

Taking these realities together strengthens the argument for creating completely new spaces 

wherein actors can carefully consider the ways their structural setup incentivizes certain 

behaviour—that may or may not reproduce problematic relations—rather than trying to 

reshape existing ones.   

If participatory CCA is to be transformational, then actors within these spaces must 

carefully examine and dispute counterproductive expressions of hidden and invisible power 

within them. This can and should include creating and incorporating structures and methods 

shown to achieve this acceleration, such as sociocracy (John, 1999; John, 2021; Romme et 

al., 2018). The Irish Citizens’ Assembly, and those in other jurisdictions, demonstrate how 

creating new participatory spaces itself is not enough to achieve transformational change as 

hidden and invisible power can still limit their potential. One of the ways this materializes is 

by limiting whose voice gets heard. While important, solely getting better representative 

bodies is not sufficient to overcome this barrier either. Instead, conditions need to be in place 

for those voices to be actually heard. Furthermore, deep reflection needs to take place to 

consider how these processes and institutions themselves are gendered, colonial, 

heteronormative, classed, raced, etc. These considerations are necessary to overturn these 

problematic interactions, which reinforce the status quo, rather than establishing them as the 

norm. These systemic transformations are possible but require radical acts by those in 

marginalized and non-marginalized positions, and careful consideration by those crafting 

these spaces.   

 

2.3 Urban Living Labs  

Despite the limitations of some forms of public outreach, one created space that has 

exemplified many of the preceding conditions for transformational potential is ULLs. The 
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definition of ULLs is notoriously fluid, but they can generally be defined as spaces for highly 

contextualized processes of socio-technical experimentation and knowledge co-creation, sites 

for innovative solutions to urban challenges through the involvement and co-engagement of a 

variety of stakeholders, including citizens (Frantzeskaki et al., 2016; Chroneer, et al., 2019). 

One of the authors of this thesis (Iliopoulos, 2020) wrote a previous thesis on the 

transformational potential of ULLs. To summarize his findings, ULLs can act as a 

deliberative space for bottom-up transformative change and equitably provide voice (ibid.). 

However, the prior discussions on power are not irrelevant, and this latter characteristic in 

particular is contingent on an explicit consideration given to these hidden and invisible forms 

of power and how they are embedded into the systemic set-up (Bulkeley et al, 2019; Rizzo et 

al., 2021). Nonetheless, work done by Moreira et al. (2022) in São Paulo, for instance, shows 

that they can serve as a safe space for laypeople, experts, and municipal workers to 

meaningfully express themselves thereby expanding their transformational potential.   

Moreover—with respect to complexity and systems thinking—ULLs contend with 

complexity by moving away from projectization and towards more permanent, created, 

spaces that can act as a safe space for iterative learning and change (Bulkeley, 2016). As 

previously discussed these iterative processes are essential when dealing with a wicked 

problem like climate change. In addition, the ability to act as a space to bring together 

multiple perspectives is consistent with the previously mentioned solutions to contend with 

various aspects of complexity such as feedback delays, so new transformative systems can 

emerge.   

2.4 Sociocracy  

While there is significant research on ULLs, the research on sociocracy—also known 

as dynamic governance—is scant. There are almost no studies relating sociocracy and 

complexity, although this was raised in the interviews, and thus is in the results and 

discussion chapter. The research that does exist is sporadic and is not centred around a single 

discipline. For instance, work done by Saxena & Jagota (2016) demonstrates the potential of 

sociocracy to improve outcomes for micro, small, and medium-sized business enterprises. 

Whereas Owen & Buck (2020) revealed that it can facilitate transformational change in 

education. Similarly—also in the space of education—Wilder (2022) shows how 

implementing sociocracy in student councils can lead to an increase in student participation 

and voice. While the scholarship is minimal, what has been written on sociocracy suggests it 
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has transformative potential across many spaces. Although, the lack of replicable, consistent, 

findings limit the extent to which this transformative potential can be reported for certain.  

Nonetheless, this transformative potential is also found in the limited research linking 

sociocracy with public participation. Just as in the student councils, when the municipality of 

Utrechtse Heuvelrug in the Netherlands trialled implementing sociocracy into their 

participatory processes, residents reported an increased interest in participation, significant 

influence, collaboration, and sufficient deliberation (Romme et al., 2018). Additionally, a 

series of sociocratic children’s parliaments, established in various cities around India, have 

equally shown transformative results by increasing the space for children’s voices and 

influence (John, 1999; John, 2021). While, again, the research results linking transformative 

outcomes and sociocracy remains limited, this tenuous connection is worth exploring 

further.   
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3. Methodology  

This section presents and analyses the methodological steps the researchers undertook 

to respond to the research questions outlined in the introduction. It begins by framing the type 

of study undertaken and then goes on to further analyze—in detail—the concept of a 

sociocracy-informed CCA lab. It describes each step of the process through the organization, 

facilitation and evaluation of the labs while also looking into sociocracy as a decision-making 

methodology for CCA. The chapter concludes by discussing methodological challenges.  

The present study is exploratory qualitative inductive research with experimental 

elements that generates a hypothesis that identifies a problem and seeks to generate a novel 

solution in an underexplored area. This approach utilizes sociocracy as a core methodology 

for organizing and facilitating participatory processes for CCA in the local context. Although 

the research is—to some extent—blurring the line between researcher and researched by 

using participatory methods that the researchers take an active role in, it does not involve co-

creating the problem and the solution space with the participants. Instead, this research is 

something closer to appreciative inquiry. Cooperrider & Srivastva (1987) describe 

appreciative inquiry as a mode of action research that aims at understanding, describing and 

fostering innovative and collective approaches to structures and processes that have the 

potential to generate systemic changes.  

This methodology aims to generate knowledge and conceptual understandings that 

incorporate a normative vision for a group based on a set of four main principles (Hung et al., 

2018). Firstly, the researchers must establish the current state of things. In the case of this 

project, this manifests through the description of how practitioners in Sweden undertake 

participation for CCA. Then, researchers generate theoretical knowledge for use, application 

and validation in action. In this instance, a sociocracy-informed CCA lab is the theoretical 

and methodological framework proposed for application in CCA participatory processes. The 

third principle is normative in nature, arguing that change is found in the collective shaping 

of the vision by an organization's members. In line with this principle, the researchers 

emphasized the collective shaping of ideas for local CCA by residents in Veberöd and Lund, 

as will be elaborated later in this section. Finally, appreciative inquiry involves collaborative 

research involving real-time experimentation. Experimentation is the core of the 

methodology employed for responding to the research questions of this thesis. The CCA labs 

are a means to test a theory and a methodology in practice involving real-time 
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experimentation with the principles of sociocracy inserted in a participatory approach to CCA 

in the two communities. The labs simulate a participatory event that could be initiated by a 

municipality, involving residents in decision-making processes on how their community can 

adapt to heatwaves and floods as an aftermath of the unprecedented impacts of climate 

change. 

The thesis also draws from design research in the sense that it identifies a problem 

and intends to design an artifact as a solution to that problem. As defined by Blessing & 

Chakrabarti (2009), design research aims to formulate and validate models and theories about 

a phenomenon. At the same time, it validates knowledge, methods, and tools to improve a 

process (Zimmermann, 2003). In the context of this thesis project, the hypothesis is that 

sociocracy-informed CCA labs maintain the potential to contribute to transformative 

CCA. Although not precisely design research, the researchers drew from the design research 

literature by proposing a solution to a problem and then being explicit about the intended 

ways of evaluating that methodology. Accordingly, the analysis primarily centers on the labs’ 

potential to systemically incentivize the pre-conditions for transformational change 

established in the theoretical background, rather than directly contrasting the labs to the 

Swedish approach. 

3.1 Sociocracy-Informed Climate Change Adaptation Labs  

The primary methodology this thesis utilizes is the organization and facilitation of two 

experimental processes of deliberation in the form of labs. Sociocracy principles informed 

and provided the foundation for the facilitation of workshops in two different locations and 

dates in Lund Municipality. The aim was to perform the same process in two different 

locations with different people, as this adds to the legitimacy of the data, particularly because 

the intention is to exemplify something that could be permanent.   

To respond to both research questions, the researchers evaluated the labs primarily 

utilizing surveys, which are supplemented with observations and interviews with experts. The 

survey focused on evaluating the processes rather than the outcomes, due to the processual 

issues identified in the theoretical background section. Additionally, the intention is to design 

a system that motivates behaviours in line with the principles discussed in the previous 

section to enable transformational change, therefore a focus on process is appropriate 

(Meadows, 2011). Moreover, the surveys were distributed to the participants directly after 

completing the lab to ensure high participation. The intent was to keep this survey entirely 
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qualitative, allowing people to answer open questions rather than asking them to rate their 

experience on some quantitative scale. One of the critical epistemological assumptions 

underpinning the thesis is how people can hold complex, even contradictory, interpretations 

of reality. Accordingly, while a quantitative survey could yield easy-to-analyze numbers, it 

would be inconsistent with this assumption.  

The labs aim to investigate an alternative pathway for practicing public participation 

in the Swedish context, and the evaluation survey of the labs is a means to explore this. The 

surveys are used to respond to the research questions by analyzing the degree to which 

sociocracy-informed CCA labs allow for deliberation and the public’s voice to be heard. The 

present thesis utilizes Creswell’s phenomenological analysis and representation approach to 

interpret the surveys (Creswell, 2013, pp. 193-195). This method is appropriate as it allows 

space for people’s interpretations of the experience to be aired equally while still collating 

this into a coherent story of what happened and how (ibid., p. 195). Moreover, the thesis will 

produce an understanding of what happened in the eyes of the participants and why (ibid.), 

which can be used to answer the research questions.   

To initiate the labs, the municipality of Lund played a significant role. Two labs were 

planned in Lund Municipality during the project, the first in the town of Veberöd on the 14th 

of March 2023 in the public library and the second one on the 28th of March 2023 in the city 

of Lund in a municipal building, the Stadshuset. As the aim was to initiate a novel 

participatory process, the researchers considered it appropriate to get in touch with officials 

working with CCA in the municipality and collaborate, as it would also be an opportunity for 

the municipality to experience an alternative methodology for participation. At the same time, 

the municipality had pre-established channels of communication with the public that could 

assist the researchers in inviting an adequate and representative number of residents to the 

labs. With the above aim, the researchers held a series of meetings—online and in person—

with municipal officials to decide on the location of the labs within the municipality of Lund, 

the communication strategy and what was expected on their side.  

The lab organization in both cases aimed to follow the main stages and principles of a 

sociocracy-led decision-making process, including the understand, explore, and consent 

phases, as seen in Table 1, which will be further elaborated on below. The researchers 

collaborated with the municipality of Lund to select the areas for the labs. After initially 

discussing Stångby and the new-built area of Brunnshög to the northeast of Lund as potential 
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locations for the labs, the collaborators chose Veberöd and Lund. Both Veberöd and the city 

of Lund exist in the larger Lund municipality. The choice of Veberöd was due to the 

relatively high flooding risk due to a stream that runs through the town. While Lund was 

decided because it is the most populated place in the municipality, and floods and heatwaves 

will increasingly affect the area in the future. The municipality provided flood and heatwave-

risk maps which assisted the researchers in deciding on the location of the labs, as well as a 

method for communicating the events.    

3.2 Communication of the Events  

A common challenge with participatory approaches to planning is creating an interest 

in the public to attend these events (Ingvarsson, Interview, 2023; Hassel, Interview, 2023). It 

is essential to consider the most appropriate channels to communicate and promote the event 

to the local communities. For the case of the lab in Veberöd, the researchers deemed it 

appropriate that the promotion of the event took place only in Swedish, as it concerned a less 

international context compared with Lund, through three principal communication channels. 

1) Creating a poster to attach in popular locations of the town, 2) Creating a Facebook event 

and sharing it on residents’ Facebook pages, and 3) Creating flyers and distributing them to 

mailboxes around the town with a focus on the areas in proximity to the main water stream, 

Veberödsbäcken, acknowledging that not all residents use Facebook and that certain groups 

like the elderly require a different, more traditional communication approach. 

Communicating the events through not exclusively digital means creates the precondition for 

a more inclusive and representative participatory environment (Moise & Cruseru, 2014).   

The organizers of the labs undertook a similar approach for the case of the lab situated 

in Lund but with one key deviation. Veberöd is a smaller community of 5,563 people (Lunds 

Kommun, 2020) compared to Lund and, at the same time, a more cohesive one, where people 

maintain stronger networks. This can be seen through the existence of several social media 

pages concerning everyday topics in the community. However, this was not the case for 

Lund, a much larger urban center of 91 940 people (Lunds Kommun, 2018), with 

approximately half of those—about 45 000—being students, many of them non-Swedish 

origin and non-Swedish speakers. This reality is why the communication strategy needed to 

be re-adapted to fit the needs of the demographic context in Lund. There was less outreach 

done on Facebook, and more through traditional means like postering and flyering. The 

poster created for the event’s advertising consisted of a text description in Swedish but the 
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information about the location and venue was written in Swedish and English, as seen in 

Figure 3. A QR code on the poster led to the Facebook event, where information was also 

available in both languages.   

  

  

Figure 3: The event poster for Lund   

 

3.3 Sociocracy as a Decision-Making Methodology 

Sociocracy provided the systemic foundation for the lab. Also coined as dynamic 

governance, especially in the US context (Rau & Koch Gonzalez, 2018; Rau, interview, 

2023), sociocracy has roots in cybernetics and system thinking (Eckstein, 2016; Rau & Koch 

Gonzalez, 2018). Rau and Koch-Gonzalez (2018) refer to sociocracy as a “set of tools and 

principles that ensures shared power” (ibid, p. 1). They present sociocracy as a decision-

making model that horizontally redistributes power in decision-making processes. This is 

succeeded through a set of four principles or ground rules: consent, circles, double-linking 
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and election of persons (Romme, 1995). The principle of consent represents the main guiding 

foundation for decision-making processes. Instead of seeking agreement, consent-based 

decision-making actively searches for objections that will highlight why a proposal is not 

good enough for everyone or “safe enough to try” (Priest et al., 2022, p. 31). Consent, or as 

Romme (1995) terms it, “no argued objection” (ibid., 213), is the primary method for 

decision-making in the context of sociocracy. As shown in Figure 4, consent suggests a 

sphere of tolerance where participants can accept a particular decision even if it is not their 

preferred one. Priest et al. (2022) distinguish this process from consensus, noting that it is less 

time and resource intensive.   

  

  

Figure 4: Consent and range of tolerance (Own-edit adapted from Rau and Koch-Gonzalez, 2018, p. 

84)  

Additionally, the concept of circles is also central to the process of sociocratic 

decision-making. It refers to a semi-autonomous self-organized group of people with a 

common work objective (Romme, 1995; Eckstein, 2016) where everybody gets to speak their 

opinion on the work objective in turns (Wilder, 2022), where all people have equal rights 

when it comes to decision-making. In a sociocratic meeting, people sit in circles and take 

turns one-by-one speaking and making decisions. Moreover, each circle has a specific 

domain they make decisions about, thus power and decision-making capabilities are 

distributed amongst different circles.  

 The principle of double-linking the circles attempts to break the traditionally 

hierarchical and rigid structure of organizations by allowing for flexibility and plurality of 

voices that are heard. Circles are double-linked by ensuring connection through specific 

members participating in other circles. Through these processes, instead of a traditional 
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vertical hierarchy, there is a horizontal hierarchy of circles (Romme, 1995), where circles are 

connected through appointed and elected representatives, thus creating a double link between 

the hierarchy of circles (Eckstein, 2016). Although interconnected, not every decision must 

be approved by all circles. Instead, policies are only taken to a given circle if it falls within 

the scope of that circle’s chosen aim (Rau & Koch-Gonzalez, 2018). Finally, within the 

circles, people assign different roles after discussion and a process of consent through shared 

exploration (Romme, 1995).   

Sociocracy as a methodology and organizational structure for horizontal decision-

making processes is based on what Rau and Koch-Gonzalez (2018) frame as “shared 

exploration” (ibid., p. 94). Sociocracy follows a pathway of a understand, explore, and 

consent process (ibid.). During the understand phase, the aim is to understand the issue 

identified for discussion and the underlying issues underpinning it. It consists of three 

separate stages, understanding the issues at stake, exploring the underlying needs, and finally 

synthesizing the issues and the underlying need (ibid.). During the understand phase, each 

circle of participants goes through several rounds of clarifying questions to ensure that 

everybody understands the problem, its context, and the related information. The following 

exploration phase aims at understanding the policy scope and exploring and synthesizing 

proposal ideas for addressing the issue and the needs identified in the previous step. The final 

stage in the process concerns the point where a decision or a series of decisions are reached, 

the consent process (ibid.). This stage is critical in the decision-making process as it is this 

part where the consent principle becomes more vivid. The consent process begins by re-

stating the proposal, then moving on to a consent round where all participants have a say on 

their potential objections. This process is complete when the proposal is amended in a way so 

that there are no more objections, and everyone consents to it. The above procedures were 

adapted for the two labs in Veberöd and Lund, as presented in Table 1, more comprehensive 

facilitator notes are in the appendix. 
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Table 1: Questions posed at each stage (Own-edit adapted from Rau and Koch-Gonzalez, 2018) 

  

Table 1 above demonstrates that the labs incorporated the main processes and 

principles of sociocracy analyzed above, although they were adapted to the less flexible 

framework of the present thesis due to resources and time. Still, the main ideas of the 

understand, explore, consent process became the guiding principle and methodological 

approach to the sociocracy-informed CCA labs. The only principle that was not incorporated 

at all is the double linking circles due to the impermanent nature of the labs. Initially, each 

group decided on their aim. Then, during the preparatory phase, the assigned facilitator asked 

participants to take up roles as timekeepers and notetakers, in line with the sociocracy 

principle of assigning different roles within the circles. During the understand phase, the aim 

was to explore the underlying conditions or, in other words, the needs that need to be 

addressed to respond to the identified problem in the circle. Everybody provided insight, and 

right after all participants had spoken, then there was a round where the participants were 

asked to consent or object to the identified needs. 

The explore phase consisted of three main steps. Based on the previously identified 

need or needs to be addressed, the participants had to develop questions that explored the 

policy scope, as suggested by Rau and Koch-Gonzalez (2018). This is a way to narrow down 

the needs and explore more concrete proposal ideas. To achieve this, at this point of the 

process, the participants in the circles split into groups of two or three—and keeping the 

questions and identified needs in mind—they discussed and attempted to come up with more 
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specific measures to address them. The idea behind this group splitting is that participants 

feel more comfortable coming up with and discussing their ideas in smaller groups rather 

than in a large group which can be intimidating and expression-limiting. Then they presented 

their ideas to the rest of the group. During the coffee break, the facilitators in each circle 

synthesized the proposed ideas by combining similar proposals and distinguishing different 

and even contradictory ones before the groups moved toward the final and crucial phase of 

the process.   

The consent phase consists of four steps. To begin with, the facilitator read out loud to 

the whole circle the synthesized proposals from the previous stage. Then, for each of the 

proposals, the circle followed three steps. First, the facilitator asked if everything was clear 

around the specific proposal to ensure that the circle participants were all concordant in 

understanding the proposal and that no questions were left unanswered. Then, there was a 

round where all participants could share their reactions to the proposal and present their final 

thoughts and arguments. Finally, there was a consent round where participants could either 

consent or object to each proposal. When objections arose, the proposals were amended until 

everyone could consent to the statement. If there are still objections, then the specific 

proposal can be abandoned. After the consent round, each circle produced a series of concrete 

recommendations or measures concerning the identified needs and the problem that was 

discussed in each circle that was then presented to the city.  

3.4 Semi-Structured Interviews with Experts  

Supplementary to the above labs is a series of structured and semi-structured 

interviews with experts on CCA, participatory processes, and the reality of the Swedish 

context regarding the nexus of the two, as well as municipality officials affiliated with 

climate policy and planning to explore the transformative potential of the idea of CCA labs. 

Interviews were also performed with experts on sociocracy. Most of the interviews were 

conducted through Zoom, with only one in-person interview. The interview participants were 

selected through a combination of purposive sampling and snowball sampling.   

Interviews are considered a qualitative research method based on the interaction 

between an interviewer, who is the researcher and an interviewee (Knott et al., 2022), in this 

case, experts on the topics mentioned above. As Knott et al. (2022) emphasize, interviews 

cannot be seen as a panacea for collecting all the necessary data in research but can be 
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supplemented by other research methods such as ethnography, other quantitative methods, or 

experiments.   

Since there is an identified problem with a proposed answer, the thesis needs to be 

explicit in precisely how it intends to measure the effectiveness of this solution (Blessing & 

Chakrabarti, 2009). After the surveys were completed, the authors searched for emerging 

themes (as described in Creswell, 2013, p. 184-187). The survey findings can be corroborated 

by the interviews and observations by employing the technique of pattern matching. Pattern 

matching is a technique in deductive research introduced by Campell (1975). Flexible pattern 

matching—which is preferable for exploratory studies such as the present—allows for the 

creation of a tentative analytical framework from the data that is collected, which aims to 

guide the exploration of the research questions (Sinkovics, 2018). The employment of 

interviews serves in responding to the first research question, which explores the potential of 

CCA participatory labs for becoming spaces for transformative change. At the same time, 

interviews with experts on sociocracy aimed to explore the potential benefits but also 

challenges that come with utilizing this methodology in a permanent participatory decision-

making setting. Table 2 shows the list of interviewees and the topics they covered during the 

interviews in relation to the key themes of the present thesis. The questions that guided the 

interviews are in the appendix.    

Interviewees  Sociocracy  Public 

Participation  

Participatory 

Labs  

Participation in 

Sweden  

Karin Adams    X  X    

John Buck  X        

Mats Willers & 

Göran Falemo  

X      X  

Henrik Hassel    X    X  

Municipal worker 1  X        

Regional worker    X      

Andreas Johnsson  X      X  

Johan Ingvarsson    X    X  
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Rolf Medina        X  

Ted Rau  X        

Martin Rokitzki & 

Camilla Buenting  

  X  X    

Naya Tselepi  X  X      

Municipal worker 2    X    X  

Municipal worker 3    X    X  

Table 2: Interviewee expertise 

3.5 Methodological Challenges  

This section analyzes the challenges related to the implementation of the methodology 

followed in responding to the two research questions presented earlier in the introduction 

section. 

3.6 Challenges with Sociocracy  

Several challenges come with employing sociocracy as a leading methodology for 

decision-making processes. One of the most prominent relates to power and the potential for 

power shifts within and between circles. As Andreas Jonsson pointed out (Interview, 2023), 

sociocracy can be an ideal method for structuring decision-making in an organization when it 

is implemented from scratch—meaning that the organization is founded on the principles of 

sociocracy. If it is not implemented from the start, this implies the need for a transitional 

phase. Wirth and Butterfield (2021) highlight that the absence of an intermediate, transitional, 

structure between a traditional hierarchy of decision-making model towards sociocracy can 

mean the original power structures remain. A pre-established and reinforced power scheme 

within an organization implies the creation of hierarchies that are difficult to alter (Medina, 

Interview, 2023; Jonsson, Interview, 2023).   

Moreover, John Buck (Interview, 2023) portrayed training as a significant barrier to 

promoting sociocracy within and across organizations. Training is essential for the proper 

implementation of the core principles of sociocracy, also pointed out by Andreas Jonsson 

(Interview, 2023). This was also prominently visible during the facilitation of the labs both in 

Veberöd and in Lund, where participants were not familiar with the methodology, and thus 
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they reported it was difficult for them to follow step by step through the guidance of the 

facilitator. Furthermore, facilitators lacked experience in organizing and facilitating 

sociocratic meetings and workshops. Therefore, the facilitators had difficulty guiding the 

participants through the process and ensuring that all steps were correctly followed in the 

proper order. The researchers themselves cannot be left out of this as this was the first time 

they were engaged with organizing labs or workshops with this specific organizational 

format.   

Specifically for the Swedish context, several interviewees pointed out the lack of 

knowledge regarding the concept of sociocracy and the lack of literature in Swedish about it 

(Medina, Interview, 2023; Willers & Falemo, Interview, 2023). Johnsson (Interview, 2023) 

brought up another significant cultural challenge when implementing sociocracy-informed 

participatory processes. As mentioned previously, one of the core principles of sociocracy is 

the concept of consent. However, Sweden’s decision-making culture is primarily based on a 

culture of consensus rather than consent (Johnsson, Interview, 2023). Therefore, it might be a 

significant challenge to re-adapt habitual trends around decision-making based on a novel 

concept like consent.   

A context-specific challenge and, simultaneously, a barrier to overcome related to the 

present adaptation of sociocracy in participatory meetings is the language of facilitation itself. 

The researchers recognized the importance of creating the preconditions for local attendees of 

the labs to participate in their mother tongue. Since the labs took place in Swedish 

communities, it made sense for the primary language of the events to be Swedish. However, 

none of the researchers are fluent in Swedish, which pointed to the need to acquire facilitators 

who could run the whole methodological process of the labs in Swedish. In the case of the lab 

in Veberöd, the facilitation took place only in Swedish by two external facilitators who 

trained in the proposed adaptation of the sociocracy methodology in accordance with the 

demographics of the community and the absence of international attendees. However, in the 

case of the lab in Lund, facilitation had to be re-adapted to the contextual particularity of 

Lund being a primarily Swedish-speaking context but with many international students who 

could be interested in participating in the event. For the above reason, the researchers decided 

to provide the opportunity for facilitation both in English and Swedish by dividing sociocracy 

circles not only according to the problem to be discussed but also by the language of 

facilitation. The introduction to the event also took place both in Swedish and English for the 

same reason.  
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Participatory processes can be time-consuming, and sociocracy is a step-specific 

methodology requiring plenty of time to fully understand and integrate into official planning 

processes. Rau (interview 2023) argues that engaging with sociocracy is a time-consuming 

and long-term commitment. This might be a significant barrier to addressing pressing societal 

issues that require a rapid response and a significant convergence of different stakeholders. 

This process itself is long as well as challenging, and not always fruitful. For the sake of the 

present thesis and the limited timeframe as well as resources available, a series of sociocracy-

based meetings had to be reduced to a scope of 3 hours per lab, thus making significant 

analytical sacrifices from the original methodology as presented by Rau and Gonzalez (2018) 

and limiting the chance for participants to indulge further and train with the presented 

method. Although, the findings from the interviews supplemented the limitations this placed 

on our conclusions. As observed during the labs in Veberöd and Lund, the lack of familiarity 

of circle participants and facilitators with sociocracy and its step-specific process and aim led 

to certain deviations from the proposed methodological approach. Some examples of these 

were the confusion between the different steps, coming up with solutions in the stage of 

defining the problem and finally, not fully comprehending the need to have all the various 

steps in the process.   

3.7 Challenges with Interviews  

A primary challenge with the research method of interviews is that if it is used as the 

primary or only source of data collection in research, there can be a clash between the 

epistemological roots of data collected by the different constructs on a topic. This depends on 

the point of view of the interviewee and the neo-positivist approach by researchers of “what 

actually happens” (Flick, 2018, p. 243). Flick (2018) suggests that this conflict of approaches 

can be resolved with data and methodological triangulation, which was the case for this 

thesis. Data triangulation refers to the use of different sources for data collection—for 

instance, in the case of interviews—a plurality of participants, while methodological 

triangulation refers to the use of multiple research methods beyond solely interviews (Arias 

Valencia, 2022). Conducting interviews also comes with several ethical considerations 

regarding collecting and processing data from an interview (Knott et al., 2022). Securing 

informed consent prior to the discussion and ensuring the safe storage of data collected from 

interviews is also a way to address the ethical implications of one’s research.   
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4. Results 

At the conclusion of the labs in Veberöd and Lund, the participants filled out a survey 

that asked the questions in Table 3. The rest of this section will outline the results of this 

survey. Followed by a summation of what transpired during the interviews, including an 

investigation of the current state of public participation for CCA in the Swedish context, with 

an analysis of this all following in the discussion section.  

4.1 CCA Lab Survey 

1. Age 

2. Gender 

3. Do you identify as a part of any minority population (e.g. Sami, LGTBTQ+, 

Romani, disabled, etc.)? Please specify. 

4. Did you feel you had enough knowledge on the subject of the lab?  

5. To what extent did you feel that your ideas were incorporated into the dialogue?  

6. At any point did you feel that your ideas did not matter? Describe. 

7. Were conflicts dealt with appropriately?  

8. Would you attend a similar lab on a more official/permanent basis? Why or why 

not?  

9. What elements did you like in the process?  

10. What would you do differently?  

11. Choose 3 words to describe how you felt during the workshop. 

Table 3: Survey questions 
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Tables 4-6: Demographics (age, gender, and minority population) 

Tables 4-6 display the demographics of those who attended the labs. All in all, 

twenty-three people participated in the labs, not including those who ran it. Seven of those 

were in Veberöd, and sixteen in Lund. Regrettably, the labs skewed overwhelmingly male, 

and with few who identified as a part of a minority population. Only one person who 

participated indicated that they were from a minority population, being foreign-born. A 

comparison of the attendee’s age versus the demographics in the municipality can be found in 

Table 7.  

Age Lab Percentage Resident Percentage (2021) 

0-15 0% 17% 

16-24 9% 16.9% 

25-44 43% 27.6% 

45-64 13% 21.3% 

65+ 35% 17.2% 

Table 7: Lunds Kommun demographics (Regionfakta, 2023) 

2; 9%

10; 
43%

3; 13%

8; 35%

1. Age

16-24

25-44

45-64

65+
15; 
65%

7; 31%

1; 4%
2. Gender

Male

Female

Non-binary

1; 4%

12; 
52%

10; 
44%

3. Minority?

Yes

No

No answer
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Notably, zero people aged 0-15 attended the lab. While the argument can—and often 

has (e.g. Lange & Meaney, 2014)—been made that the 0-15 age group does not deserve a 

democratic voice until they are adults. However, given the long-term nature of the problem of 

climate change, the authors of this paper see no justifiable reason for them not to attend. 

Accordingly, the lack of people from that age group represents a limitation. Moreover, there 

was a notable overrepresentation of the age group 25-44.  

 

 

Tables 8-11: Processual answers 

Tables 8-11 show the answers to processual questions. Overwhelmingly attendees 

reported that they had enough knowledge, and that their ideas were incorporated into the 

dialogue. They also felt their ideas always mattered, and that there either were no conflicts, or 

they were dealt with appropriately when there were. Many gave short one-word answers simply 

stating “yes” they had enough knowledge. Concerning ideas being incorporated, one 

participant remarked, “I felt heard and acknowledged! It was amazing to see how each 

participant could contribute to the Dialogue [sic] and each idea was appreciated and discussed.” 

Similarly, another stated, “[it] felt like working as one, the group.” No one said they felt their 

ideas did not matter, although five people left this question blank.  

18; 
78%

2; 9%

2; 9% 1; 4%

4. Enough Knowledge?

Yes

No

Somewhat

No answer

20; 
87%

2; 9% 1; 4%

5. Ideas Incorporated?

Positive

Negative

Somewhat

No answer

18; 
78%

5; 22%

6. Did Your Ideas Not Matter?

No

Yes

No answer

13; 
57%

1; 4%

8; 35%

1; 4%

7. Conflicts Dealt With 
Appropriately?

Yes

No

There were none

No answer



 
 

48 
 

 

Table 12: Would you attend a similar permanent lab? 

Table 12 shows the answers to the question would you attend a similar lab on a more 

official/permanent basis? Why or why not? This question is important because while the 

CCA labs were temporary, they were an attempt to demonstrate something that could be 

more permanent. A plurality of people answered that they would, with one remarking, “Yes! 

It's amazing to feel being part of the community and actually having a say.” Some of the 

reasons given by those who answered no include three respondents saying they are too busy, 

not being interested enough in the topic, and not having enough knowledge. Most of those 

who responded that it depends did not provide a reason, but one remarked they were retired 

while another said it would depend on their role. 

 

11; 48%

6; 26%

4; 17%

2; 9%

8. Would You Attend a Similar Permanent Lab?

Yes

No

Depends

No answer

2; 9%

7; 30%

3; 13%2; 9%1; 4%

4; 17%

2; 9%

2; 9%

9: Likes

Being heard

Discussions

Everything

Problem/solution seperation

Process

Smaller groups

Subject

No answer
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Tables 13 & 14: Likes and what they would do differently. 

 As seen in Tables 13 & 14, there was quite a range of answers regarding what people 

liked, but with a big focus on how they enjoyed coming together in smaller groups to discuss 

a problem that was important to them. The participants in Lund emphasized their like of the 

problem/solution separation, which is notable because this was made more explicit during the 

introduction in Lund than in Veberöd. When asked what they would do differently, a plurality 

of answers revolved around processual issues unrelated to sociocracy, such as the fact that the 

municipal workers did not do the Lund introduction in English. Although one person did 

touch on something related to sociocracy, which was the fact that they found it tiresome to 

consent to every statement. Five people simply remarked that they either would change 

nothing or had no ideas, while five more left the question blank. Although a non-answer does 

not mean they would not change anything.  

2; 9%

3; 13%

5; 22%

1; 4%

7; 30%

5; 22%

10: Do Differently?

More knowledge

More participants

Nothing/no idea

Processual related to
sociocracy
Processual unrelated to
sociocracy
No answer
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Table 15: Choose 3 words to describe how you felt during the workshop. The blue shade refers to 

positive feedback, the white to neutral and the red to negative. 

Table 15 presents all the answers to the question asking people to describe how they 

felt during the workshop. Notably, only four out of the fifty-five responses are negatively 

coded: holding back, not sure about the process, tired, and unsure (that our proposal 

could/would be taken anywhere). Contrastingly, engaged and interesting/interested came up 

five times each, and creative, good, and inspired three times each.  

4.2 Sociocracy Interviews 

The findings from the CCA labs are supplemented by a series of interviews. The 

subsequent text will summarize some of the patterns that emerged from the interviews on 

sociocracy. When asked about the general benefits of sociocracy, every expert touched on the 

advantages of incorporating multiple perspectives and distributing decision-making. While 

they emphasized how lessening power is good in its own right, they discussed how it also 

makes the organizations more responsive and creates feedback loops, ultimately leading to 

better policy. Adaptive is another word that was used frequently to describe this phenomenon. 

Furthermore, many experts also touched on how information flow between the groups also 

leads to better outcomes. They also pointed out how this creates a better environment because 

people simply like being heard, likewise this was connected to how this reality builds better 

connections and relations between people in an organization. It was also emphasized how this 

also creates better buy-in and ownership of projects.   

Contrastingly, when asked about general drawbacks, nearly every expert—except for 

Ted Rau—discussed the fact that people are often reluctant to give up their clout or decision 

making power, with several highlighting how this makes it hard to implement sociocracy in 
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already existing structures. This is compounded by the fact that most highlighted the 

difficulties in getting people to take responsibility and embrace a willingness to change. 

Similarly, several discussed that it takes significant time and resources to understand 

sociocracy, with some highlighting how it can be rather jargony. The last two points were 

related by John Buck when he discussed how people used to be trained in school on 

techniques to run meetings and set up organizations but are now socialized into accepting 

top-down hierarchies.  

The three experts that were Swedish were also asked about the benefits and 

drawbacks related specifically to the Swedish context. All three pointed out that Swedish 

society is used to incorporating flat structures and hearing people’s opinions. Göran Falemo 

contrasted successful implementation in schools in Sweden with those in France, where they 

are more used to hierarchical structures. All also highlighted the lack of knowledge in 

Sweden of sociocracy, including a lack of literature on it in Swedish. Additionally, two out of 

the three-pointed to the so-called consensus culture in Sweden, which makes it challenging to 

get people to understand the distinction between consent and consensus. All interviewees also 

highlighted how the public sector in Sweden is not conducive to horizontal structures like 

sociocracy.   

When asked more specifically about the effects of distributing power, all those who 

touched on this discussed power distribution and how it incorporates more voices into the 

decision-making process, leading to more holistic outcomes. Moreover, when asked how this 

applies to the context of participatory democracy, many experts referenced a series of cases 

in Taiwan, The Netherlands, India, and Sociocratic Neighborhood Circles, as well as their 

own circumstances. These cases provide examples of transformative possibilities. Ted Rau, 

Naya Tselepi, and municipal worker 1 stated this directly. Municipal worker 1, Naya Tselepi, 

and Andreas Johnsson also discussed the immense opportunity it provides to unite people and 

form a strong sense of place. Ted Rau, Andreas Johnsson, and Rolf Medina also discussed the 

benefits associated with the transparency of sociocracy, which is essential in a democratic 

setting. 

Moreover, when asked about how the procedures of sociocracy affect implicit bias, 

privilege, and internalized inequality in these contexts, the six who spoke on this stated how 

the very act of people coming together to engage in topics eventually lessens these implicit 

biases and internalized inequalities. Particularly because sociocracy creates a safe space for 



 
 

52 
 

people to speak. Moreover, they emphasized that a facilitator can help to overcome this. A 

few speakers had anecdotes to back this up, including one from Mats Willers and Göran 

Falemo about a woman with Asperger who thanked Göran Falemo for finally being seen by 

the facilitator in a way uncommon for her. Many interviewees also provided practical advice 

on matters such as establishing sociocracy on a temporary basis and including the opinion of 

those outside the circle.  

4.3 Participatory CCA Interviews:  

As for the interviews on participatory CCA, all interviewees connected participation 

with engagement and agency, separating these two terms by suggesting that the former does 

not necessarily imply the latter. They joined the two by emphasizing the importance of 

enabling conditions that underly participation. They remarked that meaningful participation 

involves public engagement that is change-orientated and where participants maintain a high 

degree of agency.  

The interviewees presented and described different approaches and methodological 

processes regarding stakeholder invitation and engagement. Martin Rokitzki questioned the 

motives behind invitations to participation, suggesting that invites usually come from 

organizations that can fund such events. He also pointed out that an organization that has 

power over resources also has power over who is invited and how decisions are made. The 

regional worker mentioned that from their experience, it is primarily professionals or people 

who are already interested in CCA that take part or are invited to these processes. On the 

other hand, Karin Adams described a different engagement process based on the concept of 

citizens assemblies, where random citizens are invited through a lottery system to participate 

in co-design processes. These disparate answers demonstrate the range of possible 

approaches to CCA participation.  

Some interviewees related power to the experience and background of practitioners 

participating in participatory processes. In some instances, as the regional worker noted, 

practitioners with extensive experience in the field can have their voices heard over 

practitioners with less experience and especially women with less experience. This reality 

reinforces that gender dynamics require careful consideration. At the same time—as 

highlighted by Martin Rokitzki and Camilla Buenting—the individuals or groups that set the 

agenda for a participatory process hold much power over the other groups as they often have 

control of the discussion. Accordingly, the interviewees reinforced that consultation involves 
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some form of rigid power hierarchies related to those who set the agenda and limit voices that 

add to the discussion. All interviewees agreed on the importance of trust, with some 

suggesting that getting paid for delivering participatory processes goes against the 

fundamental element of trust since trust cannot be subject to economic value, and that is 

where institutionalized participation often fails. 

Karin Adams and Martin Rozitzki also noted a deficit of participation, especially in 

developing contexts. They discussed participation as a privilege for more financially secure 

groups with more free time. For people struggling with multiple jobs and livelihoods, taking 

time off to participate in such initiatives is not an option. This reality is why Karin Adams 

suggested it is essential to provide financial incentives for these groups to attend events. 

All interviewees agreed that there needs to be a systemic change and a value shift in 

order for participatory processes to generate a shift from an incremental towards a 

transformative path for CCA, although not all saw incremental as a necessarily 

counterproductive approach, rather a complementary one. The exchange of successful 

practices and the creation of networks between and within different contexts was one of the 

suggested ways forward. Viewing participatory processes as legitimizing political decisions 

is another way to incorporate participation in a more meaningful way in existing governance 

structures and to generate a shift of attitude towards climate change and public participation. 

4.4 Public Participation in the Swedish Context 

In order to draw appropriate conclusions about the transformative potential of the 

CCA labs in the Swedish context, it is first necessary to establish how CCA and public 

participation are presently undertaken in Sweden. The interviews and additional research 

helped establish a sufficient understanding of the current Swedish situation. Public 

participation in Sweden has its roots in the context of urban planning. Public participation in 

urban planning has been formalized through the Planning and Building Act (Sveriges 

Riksdag, 2010). Accordingly, legislation is also tied to how public participation for CCA is 

practiced. 

 CCA work takes place at all three levels of governance, the national, regional, and 

local levels. At the national level, directives are provided through the National Strategy for 

Climate Change Adaptation (Regeringskansliet, 2018). The two main pieces of legislation 

that guide CCA on the national level are the Planning and Building Act (2010) and the 

Swedish Environmental Code. The Ordinance (Sveriges Riksdag, 2018) on Agencies’ 
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Climate Change Adaptation regulates the work of agencies and the twenty-one county 

administrative boards (Sveriges Riksdag, 2018). The Swedish Meteorological and 

Hydrological Institute (SMHI) compiles the reports conducted every five years by the 

responsible agencies and the county administrative boards and then reports their findings 

back to the Government. The Swedish National Center for Climate Change Adaptation, 

which the SMHI operates, is responsible for communicating to the public on topics related to 

CCA.  

On a regional level, the county administrative boards, as national coordinating 

authorities, have the task of meeting the national goals regarding CCA, while also 

coordinating within and across county borders and coordinating regional emergency 

preparedness (Swedish Portal for Climate Change Adaptation 2021). These boards also 

provide municipalities with data for planning projects. Although the regions have no direct 

responsibility for CCA, there is an indirect link when it comes to their responsibility for 

regional development, especially when it comes to preparedness (Swedish Portal for Climate 

Change Adaptation 2021).  

Municipalities in Sweden have an enhanced role concerning CCA. Since 2018 and 

through the National Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation (Regeringskansliet, 2018), 

local planning authorities in municipalities have been tasked with assessing the risks 

connected to climate change in their built environment. The overview plan, översiktsplan, is 

defined as a directive plan that sets the long-term goals for the development of the physical 

space of a municipality in Sweden (Sveriges Riksdag, 2010; Johan Ingvarsson, Interview, 

2023; Henrik Hassel, Interview, 2023) in terms of land and water management as well as the 

built environment. As stated in the Planning and Building Act (2010), the overview plan 

should include proposals on how to mitigate risks stemming from floods, landslides, 

mudslides, and ground erosion and, in general, on how to mitigate climate-related threats. 

Public consultation, samrådet, is included as an established formalized procedure under the 

responsibility of each municipality for the overview plan proposal at the local level. This 

means that according to legislation, the consultation phase also applies to issues related to 

CCA that are included in the overview plan.   

The legislation and the interviews with practitioners demonstrate that Sweden lacks a 

more specific framework for initiating participatory processes for CCA. The requirements for 

Swedish municipalities to approach adaptation have been clarified in recent years, where 
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prioritized risks have been specified in the first national climate adaptation strategy (Prop. 

2017/18, p. 163). As stipulated, municipalities play a leading role in adapting to such risks, 

including incorporating relevant stakeholder perspectives—including citizens—and securing 

safe land use in a changing climate (Khakke, 2005). Swedish municipalities have extensive 

autonomy, in particular regarding urban planning, where traditions of citizen participation in 

planning have been formalized through national legislation such as the Planning and Building 

Act (Sveriges Riksdag, 2010). 

As indicated by Johan Ingvarsson and municipal workers 2 and 3 (Interviews, 2023), 

participatory processes are more likely to take place in the later stages of the planning 

process. Consequently, the public is presented with pre-generated plans rather than having an 

input in the creation of the plans in a co-creative manner, as indicated by Henrik Hassel 

(Interview, 2023):  

“It's usually in smaller villages where [they] have something called dialogue and they 

sort of try to listen to the inhabitants in the village and pick up on their views and 

what they think and then they transfer it. Quality and they sort of appeal if they are 

not satisfied with the plan that the municipality proposed, they appeal and come with 

arguments written in text basically.” 

Moreover, participatory processes, whether the input is in person or not, focus primarily on 

new development and not extending to CCA more explicitly, signifying that a prominent 

socio-environmental issue, such as the adaptation of communities to a shifting climate, is not 

explicitly a subject open to deliberation. 

Various scholars (Glaas et al., 2022; Kiss et al., 2021; Wamsler et al., 2019) bring 

forth the issue of the lack of interest on behalf of the public to actively engage and attend 

participatory meetings initiated on the local level by local authorities. Johan Ingvarsson 

(Interview, 2023) confirmed the above: 

“It’s almost like the handful of individuals who come to our meetings who provide 

their view on things, it's always the same people. I can already tell that next time we 

will have an information meeting about development in one of our villages, I can 

already now pinpoint that I expect to see this man, this woman, that man, and that 

one. And they will say about this. And they will provide us with the following. So, 

because there are so few people involved, although these meetings and these kinds of 

engagements are open to everyone in the public there is always a very few numbers of 
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selected individuals who typically attend and respond to these invitations, and that is a 

challenge.”  

The above statement summarizes a fundamental issue with participation in Sweden, 

also voiced during the CCA labs in Veberöd and Lund. People feel that their opinions do not 

matter and that they are merely consulted on pre-made decisions. Wamsler et al. (2020) argue 

that public engagement with CCA often leads to counterproductive results. This is an 

outcome of three main factors: i) The lack of capacity on behalf of the municipality to initiate 

an enabling environment for meaningful participation, ii) the power structures in place related 

to the political sphere and its influence in decision-making and iii) barriers on an individual 

or community level, such as the lack of the element of trust between officials politicians and 

the general public, internal community conflict, lack of public awareness, the perception that 

individuals’ input does not matter and embedded social power structures (Wamsler et al., 

2020; Ingvarsson, Interview, 2023; Hassel, Interview, 2023).  

The perception that peoples’ voices do not matter and are not a factor that initiates 

transformative change can be found in another aspect of how CCA is practiced in the local 

Swedish context, and that is a highly technocratic approach that emphasizes hard solutions: 

“In some respects, you have a lot of active citizen participation where you are invited 

as a citizen and you're able to provide your feedback, your comments, your thoughts, 

your ideas. But on the other hand, the final decisions are made by politicians. So, 

there is obviously, and that you know that that that's a general rule of thumb, you have 

different kinds of potential influence also depending on what kind of societal 

development you're discussing. For example, climate change. That's a rather technical 

perspective. That's a technical aspect of how to manage the future of climate change. 

It comes down to, you know, how to manage rising sea levels, for example, that's 

typically not what people are involved in.” (Ingvarsson, Interview, 2023).  

The above statement reveals three significant issues related to participation and 

climate change adaptation. To begin with, participation can involve a wide spectrum of 

public engagement modes, and thus it is ill-defined, allowing for a broad range of 

interpretations of its aim and what it entails and what methodologies are used to involve the 

public in decision-making. Additionally, this loose framework that labels participation as part 

of the general development plans for the local level allows for powerful actors to dominate 

the framing and implementation of participatory activities, and thus, mere consultation that 
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does not impact development processes is a prevalent general approach. Finally, the belief 

that participation is a lengthy and resource-exhausting process that stalls development 

processes and generates more barriers than it brings down in the municipal context paves the 

way for a technocratic-oriented approach to CCA governance. In addition, adaptation 

becomes equivalent to a hard-solution approach for decision-makers, with soft approaches 

not making the policy-making agenda. This one-sided technocratic and engineering-oriented 

approach to CCA seems to significantly hinder attempts to generate a more participatory 

environment in three main ways: either by not recognizing and acknowledging the public’s 

capacity to provide input as experts of their local environment (Meriluoto & Kuokkanen, 

2022), by perceiving the public as non-experts in engineering solutions and thus not eligible 

for having any say in the co-creation of hard solutions and finally by not looking into 

participatory channels beyond merely a consultative approach.  

One cannot argue that participation does not occur in the Swedish CCA context. It is 

legislated for, rooted in the planning tradition of the country, and practiced through various 

forms and methodologies. However, by looking back and relating the existing conditions to 

Arnstein’s model of the ladder of participation, it is evident through the current legislation, 

the performed interviews, the lab participants’ expressed disbelief in existing participation 

processes and the existing literature on the topic that despite certain more individual-led 

efforts to divert from the norm, the state of participation for climate change adaptation in the 

Swedish local context lies somewhere in the middle of the ladder—as shown in Figure 5—

rather than the high end, indicating that the legislative framework regarding climate change 

adaptation and participation, the mostly technocratic approach and the prevalent power 

structures might hinder a more meaningful form of public participation where peoples’ voice 

plays a significant role towards the direction of transformative CCA. 
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Figure 5: The Ladder of Participation in Sweden currently (Own-edit adapted from Arnstein, 1969, p. 

217) 

Relating to Gaventa’s model of the power cube, although participation in the context of CCA 

revolves around invited spaces, these spaces resemble institutionally led processes, and the 

whole decision-making structure is closer to what Gaventa frames as closed spaces. There, 

hidden and invisible power is the predominant form of power diffused at the local level, as 

actual decisions on climate change adaptation are made behind closed doors, and the 

interplay between local governments and powerful actors sets barriers to a participation-

initiated transformative approach to the issue. 
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5. Discussion 

The subsequent section will relate the findings from the results chapter to the main 

points from the theoretical background section in an attempt to answer the two research 

questions. It will also explore some of the limitations of those findings.  

5.1 Answering the Research Questions 

The two questions of to what extent can a CCA lab be a space for transformative 

change? And how do the principles of sociocracy affect the processes of the lab? Guided the 

research for this thesis. In the theoretical background, we established that uncontested 

exercises and structures of visible and invisible power—particularly ones that restrict voice 

and deliberation—limited the transformational potential of created spaces in the past. This 

was also tied to the framing effect, a lack of co-creation, agenda-setting decisions, and the 

question of whether “conditions [are] present that allow the voice, presence, and worldview 

of marginalized people to be guaranteed?” (Palacios, 2016, p. 360).  Conversely, it was 

established that if the proposed CCA labs are to act as a space for transformational change, 

the systemic setup must motivate this desired broad-based voice, collaboration, and 

deliberation from the bottom-up. This nexus is where the two guiding research questions 

come together, as it begs the question of whether sociocracy can be a part of facilitating this 

systemic arrangement. Any indication from the survey results that the labs did not manage 

these pre-conditions would require the researchers to deem the labs incompatible with 

transformational change. 

However, as the results section demonstrated, attendees of the CCA labs 

overwhelmingly reported feeling that their voices and ideas mattered and that their thoughts 

were sufficiently incorporated into the dialogue. Although these processes are not without 

their shortcomings, the systemic setup still incentivized and allowed for the voice, presence, 

and worldview of marginalized people to be guaranteed. In other words, although men do not 

suddenly stop interrupting women, the sociocratic methodology provides a foundation for 

facilitators to challenge these practices in favour of more favourable ones like listening. The 

systemic setup incentivized behaviours conducive to a more transformational potential. 

Moreover, the mere fact of having to reach a state of consent means that cooperation is 

incentivized if one wants to have their ideas incorporated (Rau & Koch-Gonzalez, 2018). As 

one respondent reported, when asked if conflicts were dealt with appropriately:  
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“conflicts did not occur. Each participant waited her or his turn. A couple of times 

someone blurted out an idea but he or she was politely asked to wait his or her turn.”  

Quotes like this reinforce the notion that the desired type of behaviour should be motivated 

by the systemic setup rather than pushing individual actors or having more representative 

rooms. As the interviewed municipal worker 1 noted, “that's the [positive] kind of 

engagement that happens when you start something like more of a sociocratic system of 

listening, because it's not just about how you're telling people, it's how you're listening to 

people…the proposal creation system like it is marginally genius and it just it comes out so 

everybody's voice is in there” (Municipal Worker 1, Interview, 2023).  

The practice of speaking in turn also influences the framing effect. Recall that 

Chambers (2021) asserts that appropriately participatory mini-publics can act as better truth-

tracking devices.  If truly everyone is legitimately heard, then it follows that a broader range 

of opinions will be aired as well, ones that genuinely reflect the systemic nature of CCA. 

Within sociocracy, people can raise what gets on the agenda at every stage of the process. 

Presently, Swedish residents are predominately called on to consult on pre-developed plans 

of action, whereas this methodology would involve co-creation at every stage. As an 

example, while discussing the labs with the Lund municipal workers, they remarked that the 

citizens often reject municipal proposals for more trees, but one of the proposals that came 

out of the lab in Veberöd was to plant more trees along the riverbank. Likewise, there were 

several discussions about transformative nature-based solutions and deep community-

building activities due to an identified need for increased community resilience. The broad 

range of topics discussed in these temporary spaces demonstrates the transformative potential 

of these deliberations, particularly if they were made permanent.  

An obvious objection here is that CCA is complicated and that people do not have 

enough knowledge to take appropriate actions. However, on the more theoretical side, 

handing over legitimate power to citizens is plainly predicated on the idea that they are 

competent and know their context best (Gerwin, 2018). Moreover, any lack of knowledge is 

supplemented by the lab acting as a space to bring together municipal workers, experts, and 

the lay public. Although the critical difference here versus other spaces is that these actors are 

just one amongst many equals. As Municipal Worker 1 pointed out, “it doesn’t matter who 

you are, you have to wait your turn” (Municipal Worker 1, Interview, 2023). The same 

interviewee had a story about a municipal politician walking into a participatory space—prior 
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to the implementation of sociocracy— and the conversation shut down. However, after the 

implementation of sociocracy, the same person entered the same room, but they reported that 

the atmosphere did not change at all (Municipal Worker 1, Interview, 2023). This story, along 

with the experiences from the Lund CCA labs, demonstrates how horizontal structures can 

lessen the stranglehold on power certain actors have in these spaces.  

Nonetheless, in the book Many Voices One Song (2018) Ted Rau and Jerry Koch-

Gonzalez caution that sociocracy alone is not enough to overcome implicit bias, privilege, 

and internalized inequality. Even if the processes incentivize productive behaviour, it takes 

time and effort to unlearn entrenched, implicit behaviours (Cole, 2018). Nonetheless, when 

asked how this can be overcome, sociocratic expert Naya Tselepi simply stated, “let people 

talk” (Tselepi, Interview, 2023). Similarly, nearly every other sociocratic expert emphasized 

that despite not being a silver bullet, providing space for people to safely speak in this way is 

an appropriate place to start. Another example of this came from the lab organized in Lund. 

Prior to the event, one of the attendees was insecure about whether they would have enough 

knowledge or input in the process. However, during the circle phase, they were one of the 

most dynamic and input-providing participants, and they remarked afterwards that the 

conversations generated novel ideas for them.  

Not only did these processes incentivize cooperation and voice, but a plurality of 

people also said that the discussions were their most liked aspect of the labs. A respondent 

from the lab in Veberöd described it as “overall, calm, methodical, everyone had the 

opportunity to express themselves”. Previously, deliberation was described as “mutual 

communication that involves weighing and reflecting on preferences, values and interests 

regarding matters of common concern” (Bächtiger et al., 2018, p.2). In order for these 

processes to occur, people must be able to actually have room to express those preferences, 

values, and interests, as described before. Moreover, recall that if people do not feel like they 

are being heard, they disengage from these processes (Fenton et al., 2016). Contrastingly, 

engaged and interested/interesting were the two most popular words chosen to describe the 

lab by participants. One person remarked they “felt like working as one, the group”. Another 

participant interrupted proceedings at the start to ask why we were even bothering with this 

project, as citizens in Sweden have no say. However, by the end, his facilitator remarked that 

he was one of the most engaged members of his circle. The fact that most people said there 

were either no conflicts or that they were dealt with appropriately only strengthens the case 

for an engaged, cooperative atmosphere. Moreover, in the interviews, several experts, 
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including Naya Tselepi and Mats Willers, suggested that one of the strengths of sociocracy is 

that disagreements and objections are encouraged and seen as a part of the process, furthering 

the argument for its compatibility with the principles of deliberation.  

There is also a strong correlation between deliberation and co-creation (Floridia, 

2014), and in the past participatory spaces have been limited by a lack of sufficient co-

creation. Unlike the Irish citizen’s assembly, a foundational characteristic of sociocracy is 

that the members of each circle must decide on its aim. This—deliberative—co-creation is 

the reality for the whole lab as well as each individual circle. Moreover, those within the 

circles decide how often to meet, where to meet, what gets on the agenda, etc. The 

possibilities are vast, but importantly the structural co-creation process of sociocracy would 

limit the hidden agenda-setting powers that have limited the transformational potential of 

these spaces in the past.  

Just as deliberation is a way to deal with complexity, so too are the iterative learning 

functions that come out of this. In contrast to the failures of projectatizing CCA, work done 

by Fisher et al. (2022) and Swart et al. (2014) has shown that iterative processes are vital to 

avoid maladaptation. Ultimately, the iterative nature of a permanent, sociocratic lab would 

allow mistakes to become learnings rather than maladaptation. The sociocratic moniker of 

“good enough for now, safe enough to try” (Rau & Koch-Gonzalez, 2018, p. 85) provides 

space for both experimentation, but also monitoring, evaluation, and learning. Moreover, 

sociocracy strengthens this iterative potential by establishing feedback loops. Rolf Medina 

and John Buck emphasized how organizations become too static without horizontal structures 

with feedback loops. John Buck describes this reality by outlining a conversation he had with 

a colleague:  

“He said, ‘as an electronics engineer, I would never design a power structure the way. 

This company is set up for the board and a director and people working for them.’ He 

said, ‘there's no feedback loop you can't ignore.’ So, in principle, it's not easy to steer. 

No worries, because you know, if you're driving in a car, you don't want to close your 

eyes because that removes your feedback. This allows management to close their 

eyes. Hence Sears and Kodak. And so, the circle structures build a [situation] where 

there's a chain of command. You also have a chain of consent. And circle structure 

gives you the chain of consent, which is the feedback loop and so it's all very good 

cybernetic engineering.” (John Buck, interview, 2023) 
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The reference to Sears and Kodak refers to an earlier example provided by him, wherein 

Sears and Kodak lost significant market share because of their inability to respond to a 

shifting reality. This dynamic quality matches the dynamic, shifting reality of adapting to a 

wicked problem like climate change.    

Moreover, these permanent structures could not only act as a spot for iterative 

learning, but their permanent nature provides an opportunity for increased networking and 

relationship building. The interview with Municipal Worker 1 revealed many examples of 

this possibility, including the example of a city where all the advocacy groups united using 

sociocracy, which allowed them to build networks and streamline their work, removing 

redundancies and improving outcomes (Municipal Worker 1, interview, 2023). This 

relational reality corresponds to the question of whether CCA labs can act as a space for 

transformational change because emergence happens through connections. As was 

established in the theoretical background, it is unlikely that transformational change will 

emerge from disconnected, top-down systems. Contrastingly, by building connections, the 

transformational potential increases. Ultimately, aligning participatory systems more with 

complexity and systems thinking increases the possibility that they will generate 

transformational outcomes compatible with the complex, systemic challenge of adapting to 

climate change.  

To directly answer the question of “to what extent can a climate change adaptation lab 

act as a transformational change,” it is useful to return back to the prescriptive definition of 

transformational change provided by Gaventa (2006), who argues it happens  

“when [social movements or social actors] are able to link the demands for opening 

previously closed spaces with people’s action in their own spaces; to span across local 

and global action, and to challenge visible, hidden and invisible power 

simultaneously” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 30).  

The sociocratic CCA-labs serve both as a direct challenge to some of the hidden and invisible 

structures of power that have limited created spaces in the past, but also as a safe space for 

actors within them to challenge other expressions of visible, hidden, and invisible power. 

Although that is not to suggest these functions are mutually exclusive. On the contrary, the 

two are highly interconnected and supplementary as the degree of receptivity to subversive 

outlooks is structurally bound, meaning if the voice of marginalized peoples is guaranteed, 

the ability to challenge outside power is increased, thereby increasing the transformative 
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potential (Lukes, 2021). While it is difficult to draw out exactly what is the CCA lab 

generally versus sociocracy specifically, with respect to the second research question, the 

previous section demonstrated that sociocracy could sufficiently secure the voice of 

participants and enable consent, collaboration, and deliberation, thereby bolstering the 

transformative possibility of the space. 

Additionally, the proposed CCA labs would act as a space to open up a previously 

closed one. One of the most significant barriers to transformational change is that the 

perspective governments tend to favour is their own, including participatory spaces. As 

pointed out previously, in relation to Arnstein’s model, Sweden is currently around the 

position of consultation. Consultation is part of what Arnstein classifies as degrees of 

tokenism. Tokenism implies that although voices are expressed, they are seldom considered 

and fail to make a difference. Whereas the CCA lab brought forward something more akin to 

delegated power or citizen control, wherein the participants co-create and have legitimate 

influence over decisions, as seen in Figure 6. This shift from consultation to citizen control 

would mean opening up a previously closed space and, per the Gaventa definition, contribute 

to transformational change.  

 

Figure 6: The Ladder of Participation if Sweden implemented CCA labs (Own-edit adapted from 

Arnstein, 1969, p. 217) 
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5.2 Limitations 

While the CCA lab successfully demonstrated a way to overcome governments’ 

preference for themselves in participatory spaces, it could not challenge what would happen 

outside of it. Accordingly, the most prominent limitation of these findings is the fact that the 

suggestions that come out of the lab would only be valuable to the extent the government 

allowed them to be. While, ideally, a CCA lab would have binding decision-making powers, 

governments are reluctant to hand over such power. The majority of sociocratic experts 

likewise emphasized that a barrier to implementing sociocracy is an unwillingness of those in 

established structures to relinquish that power. Although, while the lack of binding decision-

making capabilities limited some spaces like the Irish Citizen’s Assembly, some ULLs have 

still produced transformational outcomes (Bulkeley et al, 2019; Moreira et al. 2022). 

Nonetheless, the transformational potential remaining contingent on this gatekeeping feature 

of a closed space remains an obstacle.  

Anytime a study is done at this scale, there are also questions about whether these 

findings are scalable to a larger space on a more permanent basis. One of these unknowns is 

whether enough people would attend on a more permanent basis. Even from those who 

attended the CCA labs, only a plurality of people said they would attend on a more 

permanent basis. As Karin Adams (Interview, 2023) pointed out, participation is a civil right, 

but at the same time, it becomes a privilege. She went on to elaborate that peoples’ daily lives 

can be a struggle, leaving no time, energy or resources to be politically active and engage in 

initiatives related to planning, climate change and participation: 

“I think compensation is very important for you to assure that there is participation 

from people that usually don't participate because participation is a privilege to be 

able to engage politically. If you're running, if you're working three jobs. You're 

exhausted. You won't voluntarily sign up for anything, so I think an active effort to 

recruit and also give the material conditions for these people to participate is really 

important”.   

Ted Rau (interview, 2023) expressed similar concerns by calling into question whether 

establishing sociocracy in a larger participatory space would be viable given larger societal 

forces limiting participation. Nonetheless, given how much of Sweden’s participatory 

processes have been at the level of tokenism—and people are known to withdraw when they 

know they cannot have a meaningful impact—it is possible that with more control more 
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public interest would come. Nonetheless, this aggregating potential remains unknown unless 

it is tested in real life.  

Finally, looking at the demographics of those who did attend, another limitation is 

that there was an attempt to exemplify a space that could secure the voice of marginalized 

people using a majority white men. Although, this reality did provide an opportunity to test if 

the systemic setup could restrict their usual dominance. While the surveys did show this was 

the case, research by Cole (2018) demonstrates that these entrenched biases take time to 

unlearn. Likewise, the interviews highlighted that so too does learning sociocracy, although 

the surveys demonstrated that people valued these processes. Nevertheless, relying on 

surveys distributed directly after the event also limits the time for deep reflection and 

subsequently their usefulness. Similarly, testing something on an impermanent basis that is 

intended to be permanent also limits the findings. This latter point also necessitated 

interviews to supplement findings that could not be illustrated by the impermanent labs, 

which is another limitation of the findings as the challenges that would emerge from a 

permanent space remain unknown.  
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis did not intend to contribute to the debate on whether societal 

transformations are needed to confront climate change. Instead—building off substantial 

scholarship suggesting it is necessary—it attempted to develop a structure that could be a part 

of this new horizon. Previous work on ULLs, sociocracy, power, public participation, and 

complex systems theory informed the idea for a sociocratic CCA lab. From this theoretical 

foundation, the researchers conceptualized, established, and tested a CCA lab run using 

sociocracy in order to answer the research questions. Interviews with experts on public 

participation and CCA, sociocracy, and the Swedish context also supplemented these 

findings. These discussions and the CCA labs answered whether a permanent structure could 

act as a space for transformational change and how sociocracy affected this.  

Employing Gaventa’s (2006) description of transformational change, this thesis 

concluded that a CCA lab run using sociocratic principles could contribute to 

transformational change. If implemented, the proposed labs could serve as a space to 

challenge all forms of power by acting as a created space that opens a previously closed one. 

This opening up was illustrated as shifting Sweden along Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of 

participation away from tokenism towards citizen control, which increases voice, 

deliberation, and other processes shown to increase transformational potential. At the same 

time, sociocracy adds to this potentiality by constituting a systemic set-up that limits the 

counter-productive forms of hidden and invisible power that have restricted the 

transformational potential of analogously created spaces in the past.  

The authors of this thesis are aware of the heady conclusions they have reached, given 

the relatively limited scope of their research. Accordingly, it would be worth investigating if 

the findings of this paper are scalable, replicable, and adaptable to different contexts. In other 

words, while the scope bounds the applicability of the findings, they can serve as a starting 

off point for further research. Moreover, there is a recognition that if implemented at scale, 

there undoubtedly would be unknown challenges that would emerge. For instance, while the 

survey results suggest sociocratic processes can provide a systemic foundation for securing 

the voice of marginalized peoples, research showing that these processes take time to unlearn 

suggests complications could emerge. If these complications materialized, then subsequent 

research on how to adapt sociocracy to overcome them would be appropriate. Moreover, 

several interviewees highlighted that under current societal conditions, getting sufficient 
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attendance at the labs would represent a challenge. How to achieve the systemic change 

necessary so people feel compelled to attend such labs is also an area worth further research.  

 Nonetheless, the hope is that the conclusions of this paper can push the conversation 

forward toward more novel participatory solutions to CCA. Particularly in contexts—such as 

Sweden—where consultative processes rarely ever involve true citizen control. While the 

saying often goes that there is no need to reinvent the wheel, decades of tokenistic or non-

participatory public outreach, combined with the abject failure of countries in the Global 

North to meet the demands of the climate crisis, demonstrates that perhaps there is a need to 

reinvent the wheel. However, that is not to recommend starting entirely from scratch either, 

as it is worth learning from (un)successful attempts in the past, hence the original inspiration 

from ULLs combined with the novel use of sociocracy. This innovative nexus of taking the 

concept of ULLs from urban planning and applying it to CCA, while also combining it with 

sociocracy to establish a space for transformational change—all within the Swedish 

context—constitutes the most significant contribution to the field of CCA that this thesis 

makes. 

As global temperatures move past the 1.5-degree Celsius threshold, societies around 

the globe will move into uncharted territories concerning the consequences of climate 

change, signalling a new era of adaptation efforts. Many communities require a different 

adaptation pathway that will challenge existing systemic approaches. Transforming how 

communities in places like Sweden practice participatory adaptation could represent a 

significant stepping-stone towards a more climate-resilient future. 
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Appendix 

i. Lab Facilitator Notes:  
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ii. Sociocracy Interview Guideline: 

1. Generally, what are some of the benefits and drawbacks of implementing sociocracy 

in an organization?  

2. A lot of the literature focuses on the processes and distribution of power within 

sociocratic organization, but what effect have you seen on the outcomes and decisions 

that come out of these processes?  

3. What are the effects of distributing power in this way? Why do it?  

4. Are you aware of any examples of sociocracy being implemented in the space of 

participatory governance (including participatory planning)? If so, can you share any 

benefits and challenges associated with implementing it in that context?  

5. While we intend to model something that can be permanent, participatory democracy 

structures tend to be established on a temporary basis. Do you think sociocracy can be 

implemented in an impermanent structure? 

6. While recognizing that internalized patterns of inequality and privilege and other 

biases can still work their way into the processes, do you think the structure and 

processes of sociocracy also affect this reality, and if so, how? 

7. In your experience, does the structure of sociocracy inherently consider and provide 

space for deliberation between participants?  

8. To what extent is there space for people outside of circles to include their opinions 

during the input and understanding phase when creating a policy? If so, is there a way 

to effectively go about this?   

9. Do you see any connection between these processes and solving a wicked problem 

like climate change?  
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iii. Swedish Context Interview Guideline: 

1. How is participation carried out in the Swedish context? Is it legislated or dependent 

on each local context? 

2. Have you observed, taken part or actively been involved in the design and/or 

facilitation of participatory processes at a community level in the context of climate 

change adaptation?  

3. Who are the main stakeholders that are usually invited in the process? 

4. What is the methodology behind a participatory process? Where would you place it 

along the ladder of participation? 

5. Do you think there is a technocratic approach /focus to climate change adaptation in 

Sweden or there are considerations on soft processes like iterative learning and public 

participation and how is this manifested in practice? 

6. What are the benefits and limitations to how public participation is done in Sweden? 

7. Did you have any observation related to the power dynamics? Can you expand? 

8. How were processes of monitoring, learning and evaluation realized in the aftermath 

of participatory processes? What were the challenges related to this? 

9. Have the outcomes been further utilized? What are potential limitations for upscaling 

such processes? How can they be integrated in the planning process? 

10. What are in your opinion some key factor for such (participatory) processes to 

contribute to a shift from an incremental to a transformative approach to climate 

change adaptation? 
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iv. Participatory CCA Interview Guideline: 

1. How would you define participation? 

2. Have you observed, taken part or actively been involved in the design and/or 

facilitation of participatory processes at a community level in the context of climate 

change adaptation?  

3. Who were the main stakeholders invited? How did the stakeholders interact? 

4. Why was this methodology chosen and how was it implemented in the specific 

setting? 

5. How were decisions made along the way? Was there much deliberation between 

participants? 

6. What were the main limitations with the methodology chosen? 

7. What worked well with the facilitation? 

8. Did you have any observation related to the power dynamics? Can you expand? 

9. How were processes of monitoring, learning and evaluation realized in the project? 

What were the challenges related to this? 

10. Have the outcomes been further utilized? What are potential limitations for upscaling 

such processes? How can they be integrated in the planning process? 

11. What are in your opinion some key factor for such (participatory) processes to 

contribute to a shift from an incremental to a transformative approach to climate 

change adaptation? 
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v. CCA Lab notes 

Veberöd CCA Lab.  

Group A 

Participants in Group A focused on the problem of Veberödsbäcken overflowing. 

They discussed potential areas where there could be an overflow. The blockage and 

maintenance of grills in front of the drainage pipes which are not cleaned was defined as the 

main underlying issue behind the overflowing of the stream in specific areas.  

The group then tried to identify why the blockage is happening in the first place. The 

participants came to realize that there are misunderstandings from the house owners on who 

is in charge of the river maintenance them or the municipality demonstrating that 

responsibilities are not clear enough. The questions asked here where: 1) who is responsible 

for the cleaning of the stream and 2) Where can water be stored? The participants then split 

into groups of two people and came up with more specific solutions. 

The final proposals that the participants consented to were prioritized in the following 

way:  

1. Clean the stream and generate an investigative plan for the maintenance of the stream 

2. Create and extend the wetlands 

3. Build a dam south of the village 

4. Communication to the public 

 

Group B 

Group B started talking about the needs and the need is to regulate the river, right now 

the river is not regulated enough. What was proposed was a buffer zone between the river and 



 
 

88 
 

properties. Who is responsible for maintaining and cleaning the river and how citizens should 

get involved, whether it is organized groups or the municipality, questions this issue. The 

plan for dams upstream was also discussed to minimize flooding or the risk of flooding. The 

question came up on whether planting new trees and encouraging wildlife is also a way to 

improve the quality of the water-nature based solutions.  

Then, participants started talking about solutions and what could be implemented for 

going forward, some suggestions. Participants brainstormed possible solutions and then 

summarized. The first suggestion was the river being a recreational area, connecting to the 

idea of creating an eco-zone with new trees and plants but also maybe activating the river and 

getting local people engaged along with an initiative from the municipality, while attracting 

visitors to the area so that there is more incentive to keep it clean and regulated, as an 

opportunity for the town. Another suggestion was a regular measuring of the water quality 

and control of the flow of water. Storing water for future use became also a main concern 

suggesting that the municipality in cooperation with private sector could have some system in 

place for where there is an excess of water to store it for drier periods with water shortage. 

Participants also brought up the issue of the quality of water when it leaves Veberöd with 

different chemicals being disposed of in the water as it flows through the area due to human 

activities. It is important that the water leaves Veberöd cleaner in comparison to how it 

arrives in Veberöd, so that other towns downstream have a good water quality as well.  

The group arrived at four main points as a conclusion for more concrete measures that 

everyone consented to. The first measure was creating a recreational area along the river, the 

second measure  was the continuous measuring of the quality of the water and the flow,  the 

third measure was to encourage a new ecosystem and also to improve knowledge about it  

through info-points along the river with information about the ecosystem and as a way for 

residents to be involved in this and be aware of the impact of human activities on 

Veberödsbäcaken, reconsidering individual choices. The las measures concerned seeing the 

water as a resource and creating systems for storing and cleaning the water. 



 
 

89 
 

 

 

Lund CCA Lab. 

Group A (notes from facilitator). 

The group began the discussion by identifying as a major problem the 

deteriorating conditions in public spaces in relation to heatwaves and the need of public 

spaces to be adapted to this new reality in Sweden. The groups proceeded to come up with 

and consent to the following proposals:  

1) Regulation of tree felling Planting trees symbolizing newborn babies  

children in the municipality as in Trollhättan  

2) Water incorporated into the urban environment - drinking fountains.  

3) Art with function/water mist/shadow, reflective light color.  

4) Staff training for municipal employees  

5) Bus shelters boiling in summer - temporary "sail"/shelter providing shade  

6) Targeted information to the elderly by mail 
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Group B (notes from facilitator). 

Group B identified as a main problem the unsuitability of new housing development areas 

that are prone to flooding. The group started with the idea of working with flooding issues 

and through discussion developed this into the fact that new buildings are being built on the 

wrong areas, for example a development happening on agricultural land which could 

otherwise be used to alleviate the flooding issues in Lund. 

 The participants acquired a wide lens for the flooding issues, i.e. the whole of Lund with 

some focus on the urban environment. They discussed some personal examples of how Lund 

had changed flooding wise in some areas throughout the years and how some green areas that 

were going to be built on had been saved due to backlash from the community. 

 Overall, the questions and solutions were quite wide, brainstorming ways that could solve 

flooding issues from different directions which led to the final “solution package” involving 

those geared to the direct dealing of water management but also the role that industries 

should have in making sure that Lund has a sustainable development moving forward. 
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Group C. 
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Group C identified the problem of the lack of space to cool down during periods of heat, 

agreeing that there is a need for targeted measures for responding to this issue. The group 

consented to the following proposals:  

1)The city should increase awareness of heatwave risk and preparedness measures via public 

engagement, which is not just a one-way passage of information, but gathering broad-based 

public 

input. 

2) More inclusive, broad-based, community and neighborhood-building events (such as block 

parties). 

3) More community spaces, both virtual (e.g., Facebook groups) and physical (e.g., pocket 

parks). 

4) Create a program for vulnerable people to contact emergency services to take them to a 

cooler space. 
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Group D. 

Group D identified as a main problem the lack of information towards the public on how to 

be prepared for heatwaves and floods. The outcome of the discussion and the steps followed 

was a single proposal. The proposal concerned a multihazard, group-specific outreach 

campaign maybe through krisinformation.se, where the local layer could be added to the 

regional and national one, so all the hazard specific information can be available at one place 

for all locales in Sweden. 

 

 

 

http://krisinformation.se/
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