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Alberta Climate Dialogue

Alberta Climate Dialogue ( ABCD ) is a community-university research alliance funded by the Social Sciences 

and Humanities Research Council of Canada from 2010–2015. Our team is exploring how innovative forms  

of citizen involvement and deliberation can enhance responses and potentially shift the politics of climate 

change in Alberta.

By convening deliberations with partners and researching the process, we are able to test theories,  

better understand how to design citizen participation for maximum effect, and help create capacity-building 

tools for others.

We seek to empower citizens to take action within their communities and give them the opportunity to make 

recommendations to municipal and provincial governments on climate change policy.

For more information please visit us at AlbertaClimateDialogue.ca or follow us on Twitter @ABClimateDialog
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Introduction

Much of the literature on deliberative democracy anticipates deliberator outcomes such as knowledge gains, 

opinion clarification and change ( Dryzek 2011 ; Neimeyer 2011 ) and increased civic engagement and political 

capacities ( Fusarelli, Kowalski and Petersen 2011 ). However, there is also extensive research on barriers that 

impede deliberator change. Context and demographics such as income, education, and age can prevent 

adoption of new opinions and behaviours ( Jones, Fly and Cordell 1999 ). Inaccessible infrastructure, services, 

regulation, and government support can limit change ( Huddart-Kennedy, Beckley, McFarlane and Nadeau 

2009 ), and rhetoric can constrain thinking, preventing opinion shift ( Norgaard 2006 ).

While there is notable theoretical work on the potential for deliberator change, there is space for further 

empirical study that takes a closer look at participants’ unique experiences in a deliberative process.  

This study, through surveys, a journaling activity, and observational recordings, attempts to understand the 

individual and group dynamics of knowledge, opinion, and inclinations towards further personal engagement 

as they occurred within a citizens’ panel process in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.

This study coincides with recent efforts by leaders within the City of Edmonton administration to enhance 

citizen engagement in key city decisions. In the span of five years the municipality has witnessed the use of 

citizens’ panels on topics ranging from the City budget, to food and agriculture, and internet voting ( Participant 

Handbook 2012 ). The city has taken steps towards sustainability with The Way We Green, a municipal 

environmental plan that promotes integration of low carbon initiatives with broad-based environmental 

objectives. As the major focus of this study, the Citizens’ Panel is a City of Edmonton-led project that supports 

the goals of The Way We Green by evaluating detailed policy maneuvers and implementation options. 

Alberta Climate Dialogue, a research-focused initiative at the University of Alberta, and the Centre for Public 

Involvement, a joint venture between the City of Edmonton and the University of Alberta, took on the role of 

non-governmental deliberation conveners, recruiting climate science and deliberative experts and facilitators 

to spearhead the design of the Citizens’ Panel. Their collective knowledge, experience, and resources created 

a deliberation that held the potential for extensive positive change, making the Citizens’ Panel an ideal setting 

for this research.

The Citizens’ Panel provided the opportunity to analyze participant changes as they occurred throughout  

the process of deliberation, as well as identify the interactions, motivations, and barriers that led to and 

impeded change. This research reasserts the potential for positive personal change as a result of participation 

in a deliberative event. However, the results also call attention to specific aspects of deliberation that assist  

in meaningful knowledge, opinion, and engagement change, and awareness of factors that thwart  

participant growth.
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Literature Review

PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE AND CLIMATE CHANGE

The issue of climate change provides an interesting backdrop for exploration of learning and change through 

deliberative participation because of the unique attributes of the issue. When a topic is as deeply value-laden 

as climate change, a space opens up for citizens to participate in the decision-making process. Climate 

change generates normative uncertainty and incites value-driven debates, for example, determining who is 

responsible for climate mitigation efforts: current high polluting countries, past polluters, developing nations,  

or those countries that can afford the financial burden. Taking a more sociological approach to the challenges 

of climate change, Beck ( 1996 : 13 ) is skeptical that technology can control the risks it has created and 

therefore looks to the public to recognize “ the trends which are eroding the system and delegitimating the 

bases of rationality.” As the socio-cultural and economic aspects of climate change are recognized decision-

making moves into a normative realm that requires a broader set of perspectives beyond the predominant 

scientific-technical conversation.

While scientific and technical methods are suitable for risk identification, there is likely no single  

technological fix to climate change. Rather, Swyngedouw ( 2010 ) reiterates existing literature that argues  

there is “ an urgent need for different stories ” and “ great new fictions that create real possibilities for 

constructing different socio-environmental futures ” in order to avoid the reactionary response that emerges 

from a strict liberal-capitalist order ( Swyngedouw 2010: 228 ). That is, there must be a shift in societal values  

that support unlimited economic growth and retain faith in technology to overcome environmental limits.  

Such a Promethean discourse is often disseminated by the policy-making elite ( Dryzek 2011 ). Dryzek refers 

to the systemic difference between elites and publics regarding technological risk, asserting that public 

consensus will generate more precautionary outcomes than will policy-makers. Political decision-makers, 

reiterating the technocentrism that is entrenched in a “ world economy ” ( 2011 : 11 ) and relevant institutions 

such as the World Trade Organization and World Bank, within which many governments operate, are likely 

to maintain confidence in the limitlessness of the environment and the need for continuous economic and 

industrial expansion. This discourse suppresses dissent and argument for a restructuring of social and 

economic organization ( Swyngedouw 2010 ). Dryzek counters that deliberators are not embedded within  

these discursive constraints and are thus more freely able to question potential risks. Inclusion of the public  

in decision-making is therefore more likely to result in outcomes that challenge the institutionalized patterns  

of environmental degradation and industrial expansion that contribute to climate change.

Scientific knowledge has thus far been unable to mobilize effective responses to the heightening urgency 

and increased calls to act on pressing environmental issues. There is an increasing distrust of government 

and scientific institutions, as traditional problem-solving strategies fail to address the complex, large-scale 

problems that are coming to typify the 21st century ( Marshall and Picou 2008 ). As the battle for scientific 

authority between climate change believers and skeptics continues to thwart recognition of and adaptation 



Participant experiences of change in a deliberative setting 4

to environmental risks, we must instead look to non-scientific experts. We must redefine and democratize 

science, opening it up to greater public input. This argument is central to the field of post-normal science, 

which focuses on the expansion of scientific peer review to broader audiences ( Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993 ).

OPINION AND KNOWLEDGE CHANGE

Elite-centered power, as exhibited through the use of rhetoric and hegemonic discourse, can “ make sure  

that such preferences as citizens do express are manipulated by elites. Symbolic politics involves suppression 

of the autonomy of citizens, because their opportunity to reflect upon their preferences is restricted ”  

( Dryzek 2011 : 6 ). Inundation with a dominant discourse is in direct dialogue with Lukes’ ( 2005 ) third 

dimension of power : the subjective and real interests of participants are subverted as rhetoric and symbolic 

claims prevent citizens “ from having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions, and preferences in 

such a way that they accept their role in the existing order of things, either because they can see or imagine no 

alternative to it, or because they see it as natural and unchangeable ” ( Lukes 2005 : 28 ). 

However, the self-reflexivity that deliberators gain through dialogue is expected to overcome the force of 

rhetoric, to challenge and break down these hegemonic discourses by prompting deliberators to examine 

their own taken-for-granted opinions and values. Neimeyer ( 2011 ) claims, “ if symbolic politics is the disease, 

deliberation is the cure ” ( 107 ). Similarly, Dryzek ( 2011 ) illuminates the possibilities for overcoming power 

imbalances through realignment of preferences with subjective dispositions ” ( 7 ).

Symbolic claims disconnect an individual’s values and beliefs from the preferences they express. Through a 

process of reasoning with other deliberators, an individual attains greater reflexivity and is able to reconnect 

their underlying values with preferences that better align with these values. Neimeyer describes the effect of 

deliberation on distortive symbolism :

First deliberation provided the impetus for participants to think about the issue. Beforehand, their 

preferences tended to be premised on fairly casual analyses of symbolic cues from sources with 

an eye to very particular interests. Second, the information provided during the process directly 

challenged symbolic claims. Finally, the process of deliberation smoothed the path to nonsymbolic 

preferences by assisting the participants in grappling with issues of significant complexity, about 

which their assessments and conclusions then became comparably sophisticated ( 2011 : 117 ).

Reflecting on Neimeyer’s studies of the Bloomfield track and the Fremantle harbor bridge, Dryzek ( 2011 ) 

argues that through explaining their reasoning, deliberators were forced to address whether their preferences 

matched their values and beliefs and realign them accordingly, effectively countering the impact of rhetoric. 

Deliberation prompted participants to consider the issue in greater depth and seek out information that 

challenged the rationality and logic of symbolic claims. Exposure to diverse perspectives also increased  

the sophistication of and evidence for their conclusions ( rather than taking cognitive “ shortcuts ” such 

 as repeating things they had heard elsewhere without any supporting information or evidence ).  
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Symbolic claims are evaluated through the lens of all relevant perspectives, in order to survive this  

“ reality check ” the rhetoric-filled argument must be considered justifiable by all the discourses  

represented within deliberation.

Through deliberation, participants develop a shared logic ( Neimeyer 2011 ). That is, rather than agreeing 

on an outcome or decision, participants agree on the nature of the issue at hand and the choices that can 

be reasonably made ( 109 ). They define a system of logic or reasoning that equips them to deem particular 

outcomes valid in the realm of relevant discourses. As a result, deliberators were able to weed out symbolic 

discourses that were not supported by a universally accepted logic and were based on unfounded, 

sensationalist claims ( 114–118 ).

An investigation of the nature of opinion changes following deliberative polling indicates that participant 

opinions changed significantly regarding a considerable number of policy items ( Luskin, Fishkin and Jowell 

2002 : 467 ). As well, Hobson and Neimeyer ( 2011 ) explore the role of deliberation on climate change in 

Australia. In a comparison of those who participated in deliberations and those who did not, deliberations 

similarly appear to have impacted individual perspectives ; “ there is less skepticism, more desire for action, 

and a greater willingness to act ” ( 966 ). These participants indicated knowledge gains and decreased feelings 

of helplessness in the face of the complex environmental issue :

I know a lot more, a hell of a lot more, and I don’t feel anywhere near as threatened as before. I don’t. 

Because I think it’s achievable. It just means we put a few things on hold, get our priorities right, and 

look after this, otherwise it will be too late ( Male, late 40s )… I felt stymied. I don’t feel stymied now,  

I don’t feel threatened, I think I have hope, I have optimism. And I believe too I’ve changed ( Female, 

late 60s ) ( 2011 : 966 ).

In summary, deliberation often results in opinion shift because of a confluence of factors. Deliberation 

encourages participants to consider an issue in greater depth rather than relying on symbolic cues, resulting 

in a process of knowledge seeking and a re-evaluation of one’s beliefs. Deliberation also opens participants 

up to a wider range of opinions and logics that challenge symbolic or narrow-minded claims. However, one 

must not expect extreme opinion and knowledge shifts from a short-term deliberative engagement such as 

the Edmonton event, as “ a few weeks’ elevated reading, chatting and thinking, intensified by a couple days’ 

focused discussion, can make some difference but cannot fully remedy a lifetime’s inattention. Our only claim 

is that, on average, our participants emerge looking more like ideal citizens than they did beforehand ”  

( Luskin et al. 2002 : 484 ).
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CHANGES IN CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

In addition to opinion and knowledge change, authors also note a set of expectations with regard to changes 

in civic engagement. Fusarelli, Kowalski and Petersen ( 2011 ) refer to three forms of citizen engagement: 

adversarial approaches, electoral approaches, and communicative approaches. An adversarial approach, 

such as social movements and street level action, assumes that collective opposition and confrontation 

will result in achievement of citizen goals. Electoral approaches, such as voting, contributing money to an 

issue or candidate campaigns, or running for office ( Cooper, Bryer and Meek 2006 : 81 ) avoid the conflict 

and confrontation generated by adversarial forms of civic engagement, but their efficacy is often drawn 

into question ; “ Though the process allows registered voters to exercise power, the level of participation 

is often limited as evidenced by low turnout … In fact, voter turnout tends to be greatest when citizens are 

displeased and angry ” ( Fusarelli et al. 2011 : 45 ). Finally, Fusalerri et al. describe communicative forms of civic 

engagement. This approach assumes that open dialogue and exchange of ideas will encourage stakeholders 

to test their beliefs and opinions, and will result in joint action and shared commitment and responsibility ( 46 ). 

Involvement in deliberative, collaborative forums characterizes this approach to civic engagement. There are a 

number of benefits :

Participation gives citizens a more direct say, it gives a voice to individual citizens and to minorities, it 

encourages civic skills and civic virtues, it leads to rational decisions based on public reasoning, and it 

increases support for the outcome and the process ( Michels 2011 : 276 ).

Multiple instances of empirical research support this claim of enhanced political capacities, as results  

indicate that deliberation has a significant effect on increasing the participants’ engagement in political affairs.  

For example, Min ( 2007 ) explores the effects of face-to-face and online deliberations on civic engagement. 

The author’s experimental research is based on the assumption that deliberation can facilitate political 

participation : “ Katz ( 1992 ) writes how deliberation can increase citizens’ political participation : ‘ By the very 

process of talking to one another, the vague dispositions which people have are crystallized, step by step, into 

specific attitudes, acts, or votes ’ ” ( 1370–1371 ). Through preference recognition and formation, it is believed 

that participants will be infused “ with a public spirit ” ( 1371 ).

As well, Eggins, Reynolds, Oakes and Mavor ( 2007 ) note the discouraging effect of “ rational ignorance ” ;  

that is, citizens “ learn that being informed and engaged has no utility for them ” ( 94 ). Ordinary democracies 

fail to provide citizens with meaningful opportunities to have their opinions recognized, and teach citizens that 

their vote has little influence. The authors anticipate that participation in a deliberative poll will provide citizens 

with the opportunity to meaningfully impact decisions, thus moving them away from rational ignorance and 

encouraging greater political participation. Results indicate that participation increases feelings of political 

engagement “ when they are treated with respect and given opportunities to discuss issues, ask questions  

and to air their views in collaboration with other members of a relevant community ” ( 99 ). Fair treatment 

assisted deliberators in identifying as effectual citizens.
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BARRIERS TO CHANGE

Despite the extensive research indicating the opportunities for change that are opened up or enhanced by 

deliberative involvement, there remains strong evidence of barriers that may inhibit anticipated knowledge, 

belief, and behaviour gains. Climate change maintains high system complexity and uncertainty, which can 

make adaptive responses and policy decisions vulnerable to stalemate. Waiting for scientific consensus 

regarding the causes and impacts of climate change instigates an inaction that can thwart proper mitigation 

and adaptation. Beck ( 1989 ) refers to the trap of scientific rationality ; that is, as long as there is scientific 

uncertainty a risk is not recognized as such and will not be appropriately treated or addressed. The nature 

of the scientific method is not to accept hypotheses as absolute proof, but rather to reject null hypotheses 

( indicating that there is significant evidence that a hypotheses may be true ). As such, scientific certainty is 

rarely, and arguably never, attained. This creates a perceived knowledge gap that is often blamed for public 

inaction ; “ people don’t know enough information ; climate science is too complex to follow ; or corporate 

media and climate skeptic campaigns have misled them ” ( Norgaard 2011 : 1 ).

This “ information-deficit model ” assumes that a direct change in behaviour will result from targeted 

information campaigns that improve knowledge. While this may sometimes be the case, it is an overly 

simplistic version of the true barriers to action. Brody, Himanshu and Vedlitz ( 2012 ) highlight a national 

survey in which more than 68 % of the American respondents acknowledge that climate change has negative 

environmental, health, and economic effects ( Brody et al. 2012 : 1–2 ). However, the literature is quick to 

admit that increased knowledge of climate change and its effects does not necessarily lead to paralleled 

environmental behaviours, and that there are a multitude of barriers to change ( Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002 ; 

Whitmarsh, Seyfang and O’Neill 2011 ; Brody et al. 2012 ).

Personal characteristics contribute to the likelihood of an individual changing their behaviours. Jones et al. 

( 1999 ) argue that context and demographic variables ( such as age, education level, and affiliation to natural 

resource industries ) influence the tendency of individuals to demonstrate pro-environmental values and 

behaviours. Individuals are more likely to partake in pro-environmental behaviour if it lines up with their habits, 

needs, and wants ( Brody et al. 2012 : 4–5 ). Experiences with environmental degradation are also important ; 

“ direct experiences of natural hazards have … been found to have a strong influence on individual behaviour ”  

( Brody et al. 2012 : 4 ), prompting those who have been directly affected by environmental problems to 

maintain a higher level of environmental concern and to act in more pro-environmental ways. This is important 

to note, as there is a “ widespread perception amongst the public that [ climate change ] is a spatially and 

temporally remote risk … while it is considered socially relevant, most individuals do not feel it poses a 

prominent person threat ” ( Whitmarsh et al. 2011 : 57 ). Outward appearance to neighbours, family and  

friends can also instigate or prevent behaviour change ; many authors “ suggest that the perceived social 

pressure surrounding an issue has a significant impact on an individual’s behavioural intentions ”  

( Brody et al. 2012 : 5 ). Community-based social marketing campaigns attempt to harness this peer pressure 

by making pro-environmental behaviours more visible, creating new norms such as the presence of blue 

recycling bins on the curbs in residential neighbourhoods.
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The accessibility of necessary infrastructure and services is frequently a determining factor in the likelihood of 

an individual engaging in pro-environmental behaviours. Huddart–Kennedy et al. ( 2009 ) refer to behaviours 

that are directly related to infrastructure or opportunities, such as curbside recycling and public transportation 

( 310 ). Access to appropriate tools may be limited by personal finances or gaps in service provision, policy,  

or incentives. Government regulation is vital in ensuring the existence of structural requirements and 

appropriate financial incentives, disincentives, or assistance.

Through her research in Norway, Norgaard ( 2006 ) asserts that significant numbers of citizens demonstrated 

knowledge of climate change, belief in climate change, and concern for climate change but retained inaction 

similar to that expected from individuals uneducated and unconcerned about climate change. Norgaard 

attributes this occurrence to socially organized denial. She asserts that cultural norms, instigated and 

perpetuated by a powerful elite, consistently refocus public attention away from climate change. For example, 

the emphasis on tradition and the past in Bygdaby, Norway focuses attention away from future generations. 

Thinking about climate change, which appears very abstract and in the future, contrasts with their focus on the 

past and traditional practices so it is ignored : “ Individuals may block out or distance themselves from certain 

information to maintain coherent meaning systems ” ( Norgaard 2006 : 351 ). Whitmarsh et al. echo this idea of 

denial, or distancing oneself from the problem ; “ people tend to identify causes of climate change with other 

people or groups, such as SUV drivers, industry, the US or China ” ( Whitmarsh et al. 2011 : 57 ). Denial allows 

people to guiltlessly maintain status quo activities. Norgaard also insists that denial helps individuals to avoid 

“ the emotional and psychological entanglement and identity conflicts that may arise from knowing that one is 

doing ‘ the wrong thing ’ ” ( Norgaard 2006 : 366 ).

In summary, this literature review provides insights into the potential for deliberator knowledge and belief 

change and enhancement of individuals’ political capacities. However, the research regarding barriers to 

change presents a challenge to the anticipated benefits of deliberation. As I endeavored to illuminate the 

experiences of participants at the Citizens’ Panel deliberation, this knowledge provided a starting point for 

understanding the conditions leading to participant change or lack of change.

Study Setting and Research Objective

The City of Edmonton is located in central Alberta, Canada. The province has a prominent energy sector  

and is home to the controversial oil sands developments, covering over 140,000 square kilometers of land  

in northern Alberta. An extensive coal industry supports the majority of electricity generation. The oil and  

gas industry is a major contributor to the province’s economy. In 2011 Alberta’s upstream energy sector 

employed approximately 116,000 people and was responsible for 27.6 percent of the province’s GDP  

( Government of Alberta ).

Edmonton is a large urban centre, with a population of over 1,000,000 in the Capital Region. It is predicted 

that by 2040 the city’s population will have grown by over 50 percent ( City of Edmonton 2010 : 11 ). A surplus 

of available land and an increase in personal automobiles following World War II led to expansion of suburban 
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areas. This pattern of growth is still seen today, as 58.6 % of households live in single-detached houses,  

while only 5.8 % live in high-density apartment buildings with five or more storeys ( Statistics Canada ). 

Suburban expansion has left Edmonton with a larger landmass than other major metropolitan centres such as 

Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Ottawa, and Calgary ( Pembina Institute ).

In recent years the municipal government has taken steps to address the issue of suburban sprawl.  

The City of Edmonton developed a series of ten-year strategic plans including The Way We Green, which 

places focus on environmentally, economically, and socially sustainable growth, urban design, transportation, 

and housing. The broad-based goals of the City’s strategic plans require more detailed implementation 

steps. The City of Edmonton retained Pembina Institute and HB Lanarc to develop “ The Discussion Paper 

on Edmonton’s Energy Transition ” ( 2012 ), which responds to the vision outlined by The Way We Green 

by recommending specific activities to assist in the transition to a low carbon society. This document was 

provided to deliberators at the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges as the primary 

source of information on which to base their discussions, and as an overview of the possible energy solutions 

that would be considered by the City of Edmonton.

The Citizens’ Panel was commissioned by the City of Edmonton to respond to and evaluate Edmonton’s  

energy options. Alberta Climate Dialogue and the Centre for Public Involvement partnered with the City to 

convene the deliberation. These organizations brought together experts on climate science and sustainable 

development, as well as leading deliberative democracy theorists and practitioners to develop a well-designed 

process that could be expected to deliver on the deliberative outcomes as anticipated in the literature noted 

above. With the assistance of a polling firm, 66 Edmontonians were selected to reflect the demographic 

diversity of the city, in order to maintain a minimum Panel size of 55 given anticipated attrition. Ten of the 

original 66 participants withdrew their participation, leaving 56 panelists. These individuals deliberated over 

six Saturdays from October to December 2012 and generated a report with their recommendations to be 

presented to City of Edmonton administration and City Council.

This research identifies and describes the nature and extent of participants’ experiences within the Edmonton 

deliberations. The study focuses on changes in knowledge, beliefs, and opinions regarding climate change 

and energy, as well as shifts in civic engagement levels and political capacities. Specific attention is given to 

the conditions under which participant change was enhanced or suppressed within these settings. Toward 

this end, responses to pre-deliberation and post-deliberation surveys and journaling assist in developing an 

understanding of the experiences of deliberators.
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Methods

SURVEYS

Surveys were administered to all participants prior to the initial deliberative session and immediately following 

the final session. A polling firm conducted initial recruitment and gathered demographic data and preliminary 

information on individuals’ beliefs about climate change. A representative and diverse subset of those who 

were contacted became the Citizens’ Panel. These 66 individuals were emailed extensive pre-deliberation 

surveys that captured information about political engagement and citizenship, and beliefs and knowledge of 

climate change, energy, and municipal policy. Post-deliberation surveys were administered in person at the 

end of the final session and repeated many of the questions from the pre-deliberation survey. These repeated 

questions allowed for measurement of shifts in opinions and beliefs.

JOURNALS

The use of participant journaling enabled the collection of participants’ private thoughts concerning both the 

ways their perspectives changed throughout deliberations, and what aspects of deliberations resonated with 

them and may have prompted or inhibited personal change. Carter and Mankoff ( 2005 ) note that journal 

research allows participants to control the flow of data collection, and to define what they consider to be 

important topics of study. The opportunity for participants to direct the data collection process complements 

the broader goals of citizen involvement by providing a space for active participation in the research and 

recognizing the value of participants’ contributions.

The structured and quantitative nature of survey questions and the limitations of group dialogue restrict 

participants’ abilities to express intimate feelings and sensitive topics. Journaling creates a relatively 

private setting for participants to divulge controversial, or personal views ( Meth 2003 ), and supplements 

survey responses with more detailed descriptions. The relatively open-format of journals is also flexible, 

accommodating different modes of communication including creative, personal expressions and more 

straightforward descriptions of events ( Elliot 1997 ).

LIMITATIONS

I chose to analyze only the survey responses of participants who provided answers to both the pre-

deliberation question and the corresponding post-deliberation question. Though this reduced the sample  

sizes, it lowered vulnerability to error caused by a change in the composition of respondents. It is also 

worthwhile to note that some questions used different Likert scales in the pre- and post-deliberation surveys, 

so the responses required recoding.
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The limited time period allocated for data collection also imposed some restrictions. Follow-up on sustained 

participant changes in knowledge, opinion, and civic engagement was beyond the scope of this research. 

Additionally, behaviour change was predicted by participants’ reported intentions and knowledge gain was 

self-reported, as time did not permit for a full-scale evaluation of participants’ knowledge and behaviours prior 

to and after the deliberation.

Survey Results

I selected questions that reflect three potential sources of change identified in the literature :

1 ) knowledge about climate change, energy, and municipal policy-making ;

2 ) beliefs and opinions about climate change, energy, and related policy ; and

3 ) ideas about civic engagement and participants’ own actions and abilities.

Using statistical software ( SPSS ), paired samples t-tests provided descriptive statistics to explore participant 

change between the pre and post surveys. “ Don’t know ” responses were excluded from analysis.

KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS

Survey responses addressing participant knowledge change show the strongest shift of the three categories 

( Table 1–1 ). Based on respondents’ self-reported knowledge, it appears that statistically significant knowledge 

gains occurred regarding all relevant topics included within the deliberation, such as climate change, energy 

vulnerability, and Edmonton’s current energy situation. Specifically, knowledge of what energy vulnerability is 

demonstrates the strongest change and knowledge about how municipal policy-making works demonstrates 

the least change ( as reflected in the t values ).
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Table 1–1 Paired sample t-test, knowledge questions

Survey question N
Pre survey 

mean
Post survey 

mean
t

Sig 
(2-tailed)

How informed do you feel about…

a what climate change is 31 2.8 3.6 -6.061 0.000**

a how energy is used in Edmonton 32 2.2 2.8 -4.211 0.000**

a what energy vulnerability is 32 2.1 3.3 -7.924 0.000**

a ways to reduce Edmonton’s  
GHG emissions

31 2.2 3.2 -5.391 0.000**

a ways to reduce Edmonton’s energy 
vulnerability

31 1.9 3.0 -6.472 0.000**

b how municipal policy-making works 32 4.0 5.0 -2.755 0.010**

a the City of Edmonton’s  
environmental policies

32 1.7 2.5 -3.937 0.000**

* significant at p<0.05,  

** significant at p<0.01 
a Rated on a scale of 1 to 4 where 1=not at all informed and 4=very informed 
b Rated on a scale of 1 to 10 where 1=not at all informed and 10=very informed

BELIEF AND OPINION QUESTIONS

Few statistically significant shifts in mean responses were found in questions regarding beliefs and opinions 

about climate change, energy, and related municipal policy ( Table 1–2 ). However, trust in the municipal 

government to make good decisions regarding climate change increased, and respondents indicate a 

significant increase in the personal importance they give climate change. Unexpectedly, results indicate 

a statistically significant decrease in desire to reduce dependence on personal automobiles, as well as 

coinciding decreases in agreement with many other sustainable City policies. As the majority of panelists 

voted in favour of transition to a low-carbon society along with many of the proposed initiatives, increased 

disagreement with these policies is surprising but may be the result of increased knowledge about the 

complexity of these issues.

Based on a count of the responses, none of the respondents, either prior to or after deliberations, believe that 

scientists do not think climate change is happening. In the pre-deliberation survey, 7 respondents indicate that 

they believe there is disagreement among scientists, and 17 believe that most scientists think climate change 

is happening. Post-deliberation, 21 respondents believe that most scientists think climate change is happening, 
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and only 3 respondents believe there is disagreement. As well, fewer participants believe after the deliberation 

that climate change originates from natural causes. Pre-deliberation, 10 respondents believe that climate 

change is caused by human action, 2 believe that it is natural, and 13 believe climate change is caused by both 

human action and natural causes. Post-deliberation, no respondents believe climate change is natural,  

11 believe it is caused by humans, and 14 believe in a combination of human and natural causes.

Table 1-2 Paired samples t-test, belief and opinion questions

Survey question N
Pre survey 

mean
Post survey 

mean
t

Sig 
(2-tailed)

To what extent would you agree or disagree with the following City policies…

a promote greater urban density  
and less expansion

27 3.2 3.3 -0.189 0.852

a promote energy efficient buildings 30 3.8 3.7 1.000 0.326

a promote renewable energy 29 3.7 3.4 1.864 0.073

a promote energy-efficient travel options 31 3.5 3.3 1.545 0.133

a reduce dependence on the  
personal automobile

31 3.2 2.9 2.559 0.016*

a reduce consumption of all  
natural resources

28 3.4 3.1 1.185 0.246

a reduce greenhouse gas emissions 29 3.5 3.6 -0.769 0.448

Is the City doing more than enough ( 1 ), 
the right amount ( 2 ), or not enough work 
( 3 ) on climate change?

18 2.7 2.8 -1.000 0.331

How much do you trust the following to make good decisions about climate change?

b municipal government 27 2.6 3.1 -2.590 0.016*

b provincial government 27 2.0 2.2 -1.000 0.327

b federal government 27 2.0 2.3 -1.688 0.103

Has the world's temperature probably 
been going up ( 1 ), or probably not been 
going up ( 2 ) ?

27 1.0 1.1 -1.000 0.327

c How important is the issue of climate 
change to you personally ?

28 3.4 3.8 -3.545 0.001**
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* significant at p<0.05,  

** significant at p<0.01 
a Rated on a scale of 1 to 4 where 1=strongly disagree and 4=strongly agree 
b Rated on a scale of 1 to 4 where 1=not at all and 4=a lot 
c Rated on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1=not at all and 5=extremely

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT QUESTIONS

Results indicate a statistically significant decrease in participants’ comfort speaking publically at a community 

meeting ( Table 1–3 ). This result is surprising, as their experience speaking at the deliberation would lead 

one to assume that they would become more comfortable. Survey responses also point to increased citizen 

empowerment regarding their ability to affect government decisions. Respondents also report an increase in 

their “ trying to act in ways that reduce climate change.”

Table 1-3 Paired samples t-test, civic engagement questions

Survey question N
Pre survey 

mean
Post survey 

mean
t

Sig 
(2-tailed)

To what extent do you agree or disagree that a good citizen should…

a discuss politics with those who  
disagree with them

32 2.8 3.0 -1.561 0.129

a be willing to justify their political views 32 3.0 3.3 -1.869 0.071

a listen to people who disagree  
with them politically

32 3.1 3.4 -1.973 0.057

a allow others to challenge  
their political beliefs

32 3.1 3.3 -1.679 0.103

How important are the following to your opinion of what it means to be a good citizen…

b work and pay taxes 30 4.0 4.0 -0.320 0.752

b obey laws 30 4.5 4.3 1.795 0.083

b volunteer to help those in need 30 3.9 3.8 0.619 0.541

b be an active member of  
community organizations

29 3.2 3.1 0.372 0.712

b know how government agencies work 30 3.3 3.3 0.158 0.876

b know how to affect changes  
in their community

30 3.5 3.4 0.779 0.442
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Survey question N
Pre survey 

mean
Post survey 

mean
t

Sig 
(2-tailed)

c How comfortable do you feel  
about speaking in public at a  
community meeting?

32 6.2 5.2 3.067 0.004**

d How much can people like you affect 
what the government does ?

31 2.9 3.2 -2.252 0.032*

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following…

a I can do little about climate change 23 2.2 2.2 0.000 1.000

a I can work with others to address  
climate change

27 3.2 3.3 -1.140 0.265

a I am trying to act in ways that  
reduce climate change

25 3.0 3.2 -2.281 0.032*

a most of my friends are trying to act in 
ways that reduce climate change

23 2.5 2.7 -1.817 0.083

* significant at p<0.05, 

** significant at p<0.01 
a Rated on a scale of 1 to 4 where 1=strongly disagree and 4=strongly agree 
b Rated on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1=not at all important and 5=extremely important 
c Rated on a scale of 1 to 10 where 1=not at all and 10=very 
d Rated on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1=not at all and 5=a great deal

In summary, there is noticeable increase in knowledge among panelists, but the survey results suggest little 

opinion shift regarding climate change and municipal energy policy, and very little change in beliefs about 

civic engagement and participants’ own political abilities. This finding bolsters the need for further inquiry into 

the factors that prevent opinion and behaviour change in spite of the robust process of citizen deliberation in 

which these panelists participated.

While these results fail to capture substantial change in opinions and engagement levels, the detailed journal 

entries of individual participants may provide additional insights and more nuanced understanding, discovering 

subtle shifts and changes that fall beyond the scope of the survey questions.
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Journal Results

KNOWLEDGE AND INFORMATION

Journal participants reflected the trend in knowledge increases exhibited by panelists’ cumulative survey 

responses. Virginia, a 66-year-old university educated female, indicated that after the second session she felt 

“ a little better equipped to be able to look at and analyze some problem areas that we are and will be facing 

in the near future ”, and “ much more confident to discuss with colleagues and friends the effects [ of ] climate 

change and energy.”

Kimberly, a 26-year-old female, frequently wrote that she learned a lot from the day’s session. Her survey 

responses support this statement, with consistent increases on knowledge-related questions. Kimberly 

entered the deliberations with an acute awareness and insecurity regarding her perceived lack of knowledge 

on the topic of municipal climate change and energy policy ; “ Right now I just have limited opinions based 

on no evidence just lunch room and supper table conversations… I am embarrassed to say that I really don’t 

know any of the city councillors, I am not involved in following city decisions / issues—but I do vote ( even if it 

is an uninformed one ).” Kimberly, throughout the first session, often referred to information about renewable 

energy that she gleaned from conversations with her father. While she was hesitant to give her own opinions, 

she spoke with assuredness when conveying what she heard from her father—she appeared to be taking his 

word as fact. However, Kimberly began to show some critical thinking and awareness regarding this source of 

information as the sessions continued :

My dad is a power engineer and a very knowledgeable man. Most of my opinions and info I get from 

him… When I have questions from our discussions I call up my dad and get his knowledge or opinion. 

I trust everything he says—BUT I know that his opinion is biased because he works for a coal power 

plant ( and doesn’t believe in global warming ).

Kimberly expressed an appreciation for expert-based information ; “ I am interested in learning more of the 

data / statistics / research on all of these topics ” and became frustrated when “ we are arguing with ‘ not hard 

facts ’.” Virginia similarly agreed : “ people need hard facts ”. The expert presentations enhanced Kimberly’s 

learning. She saw them as reporting technical information, or these “ hard facts,” in a way that she could 

understand ; “ I wouldn’t consider myself an academic, I don’t have the science background but these 

presentations are well geared and informative to me.” However, she indicated some impatience with the 

learning process that may have impacted her ability to fully engage with and critically absorb all the new 

knowledge ; “ It is hard ( to a certain degree ) to be patient and get all the information and follow the leaders. 

I just want to dive in and start the report.” Virginia also discussed her struggle with receiving so much 

information ; “ Today I walked out at the end of the day … feeling like I had an information overload. So many 

things were presented to us… I was tired and had reached my ‘ in-take ’ for the day.”
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Toby, a middle aged male with a high school education, like Kimberly, spoke to some knowledge-based 

uncertainties about climate change, but rather than attributing them to his own lack of information he  

referred to the dissenting opinions that he believed to be held by experts ; “ I do read 3–4 newspapers daily  

and have read so many conflicting stories on climate change and the environment. I know nothing is proven.”  

While he believed in climate change, he was unsure of whether it stems from anthropogenic causes ;  

“ Although the [ consensus ] is that man is the cause of this there are many good scientists that say it is just 

normal. The one volcano in Iceland last year put more CO2 in the atmosphere than man has in the last 40 

years.” The expert presentations contained less hesitation and argued anthropogenic causes of climate 

change, leading Toby to question the legitimacy of their information ;

The second presentation of the day [ “ The Way We Green : Energy ” ] … I felt it was very slanted.  

I think most people thought the same … I am concerned if some of the information that is going to 

be presented to us is going to be biased … There is so much conflicting information. A lot of it is very 

biased and misleading.

His knowledge of climate change and energy was rooted in his own experiences. When speaking during the 

sessions, Toby consistently referred to Hurricane Sandy, a storm in October 2012 that impacted portions of 

the Caribbean and the United States and coincided with the timing of the Citizens’ Panel. In his journal he also 

reflected on the connection between climate change and local climactic events ; “ The severe thunderstorm last 

night was a sign to all of us there that the climate is changing.” He placed more validity in these experiences 

than in the presumed expertise of speakers. Referring to one presenter Toby wrote the following : “ I lost count 

of how many times she mentioned her PhD or doctorate. If she could understand percentages or math she 

might know how useless her study was.” Despite his skepticism of the information he was presented with, 

Toby indicated some learning throughout the process. After the first session he stated, “ I am not comfortable 

yet having in-depth conversations about climate change. I am no expert and would rather keep listening.” 

Following the second day Toby acknowledged that he “ did learn a few things today and had a few clarified ”, 

but later on admitted that he still did not feel fully informed ; “ I felt that I learned a lot today, but, I felt that I 

did not learn enough to make any recommend any suggestions. Hopefully more is coming.” After the last 

session, he emphasized his knowledge gains ; “ I did feel I learned a lot. I have a better understanding of Global 

Warming, the causes and possible solutions.” His belief that scientists and other experts are still unsure about 

the causes of climate change likely prevented him from feeling fully knowledgeable about the issue. However, 

rather than let this uncertainty become a barrier to conversations about climate and energy, Toby accepted 

this ambiguity and continued to be productive in conversations ;

Over the course of the day I realized that there is not going to be a golden moment where I will get a 

definitive answer on climate change. [ But ] There are other aspects that are important in relation to 

climate change and dealing with those will have a positive effect on the environment.
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BELIEFS AND OPINIONS

Mahirah is a middle-aged female of a visible minority working for a prominent oil pipeline company. Her survey 

responses indicate that her beliefs and opinions about climate change and energy policy did not change 

dramatically over the course of the six sessions, reverberating with the lack of significant change in group 

responses. However, Mahirah’s journal entries show some nuances within her relatively static survey opinions. 

She indicated an increasing feeling of urgency regarding response to climate pressures : “ Our homework 

was to read pages 20–46. My reactions and feelings during that read were very emotional and stretched 

my thinking. It clearly shows something must be done now to avoid any disasters or ill effects in the future.” 

Mahirah maintained opinions throughout the deliberation that reflect a moderate and balanced approach to 

climate and energy issues, but she never questioned the reality of climate change, nor the need for response; 

“ The need for energy balance must exist—how can we control this ? Warming sounds positive, however, the 

increase in temp [ erature ] results in adverse effects upstream and downstream. Climate change exists.”  

She consistently referred to “ quality of life ” throughout her journal entries as a qualifier for any municipal 

plans or policies. She demonstrated concern for her fellow humans, often thinking beyond her own personal 

interests, and found the “ selfishness ” of some of the other panelists disconcerting ;

I feel citizens were very much focused on their own interests and not our city, their neighbors nor the 

purpose of the citizen’s panel… Of importance is to implement plans which will work for the citizens 

while maintaining quality of life…A few panelists believe this [ low carbon ] is top priority and the city 

should do much more. Again, I believe they are selfish.

Her experiences at the panel may have broadened and nuanced her perspective, but she remained focused on 

what she saw as the bigger picture—quality of life ; “ I feel this [ low carbon ] is something that is nice to have… 

Obviously food and shelter is number one towards quality of life.”

In the post-deliberation survey, Virginia indicated agreement with most of the low carbon policies.  

Her first journal entry outlined many of her initial opinions :

I realized that yes my original views on energy + climate change were in line with the majority of the 

people at our table … we need to build a “ core at city centre ” … we need walking + biking paths in all 

sections or neighborhoods of the city … we need to make more efficient use of gas consumption …  

we need to have people talking … walking … interacting as a community not in isolation of each other. 

Build communities—have gathering places, use the human resources to benefit all and recognize that 

all people have potential + good ideas

Virginia demonstrated a forward-looking concern for future generations. This is an aspect of her perspective 

that remained strong from the beginning. In her first journal entry, Virginia stated ; “ I am very interested in 

issues of climate change and energy, because it will determine how we live in the future … we have to be the 

gate-keeper of our resources for the generations behind us … we need to leave a better world behind by  
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being good tenants while we are on earth.” She returned to this theme in her concluding thoughts ;  

“ Now it is time to move forward and continue to be and become a better steward of our planet.” Virginia,  

like many other participants, indicated some concern regarding the financial costs of implementing a low 

carbon plan. Kimberly also expressed this fear, which was fairly pervasive within the panel discussions, 

writing ; “ my common thought was always brought back to money—if costs go up in the future, but wages 

don’t, the future sounds VERY stressful … money + stuff will ruin us. I don’t want our decision to spend money 

to buy wind turbines / solar panels ( stuff ) to ruin us.” Virginia indicated some trepidation regarding the burden 

that may be suffered by individuals who are not equipped to handle cost increases ;

[ R ] ight now the initial investment will not be cost effective for us during our life time ( if you are 60 

yrs old! HaHa ) … For people, living on a fixed income … costs are becoming prohibitive … the energy 

cost cost way more than a person can afford… Will all the implementations … retrofits to houses, 

difference types of public transportation i.e. natural gas, electric, solar power, etc … be affordable for 

the everyday sole wage earners of the family ? Will seniors on a fixed income, have to lower their level 

of comfort ( travel, lifestyle ) in order to be able to afford the changes ?

However, Virginia recognized that “ change does come with a cost ; many people do not want to change what is 

working now if it will mean taking dollars out of their pockets even at the risk of depleting resources.” Towards 

the end of the Citizens’ Panel Virginia became more pointed in her expectations of the role of policy-makers ; 

“ All in all I feel that for energy consumption to be reduced … we have to have a plan… They [ changes ] have 

to be implemented—or even mandated … we have to start somewhere.” She also asserted the importance of 

public education in gaining support for change :

I think there has to be an “ education of the general public to inform them of the need to change and 

that the changes are not just happening because someone, or city council has said so … We have to 

understand how important it is to get to a low carbon future by a target year… 2050. You can’t just 

ram it on individuals.

She concluded her thoughts by expressing concern about the effectiveness of the process ; “ Now I only 

hope that all this hard work will not fall on deaf ears ! ” This worry coincides with her post-deliberation survey 

responses indicating only “ slight ” and “ some ” trust in the three levels of government.

Like Virginia, Toby also considered the role of policy-makers ; “ Over the course of the day my perspective did 

change on what responsibility the City Of Edmonton does have on climate change. I never really gave it much 

thought on how the design of the city would have on Environmental or Economical issues.” While he continually 

denied that he held strong opinions on the issues, Toby expressed well-cultivated ideas about how to achieve 

sustainable energy consumption :
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My thinking is that to get people to “ participate ” is to make it easy for them to make the right choice. 

Not to penalize by taxing them for making the wrong choice. I think it is extremely important to 

develop tools ( Energy Calculators ) and make improvements to systems ( ie. Transit ). This is the  

way people can do the right thing … People today are busy, most don’t want to be educated on 

climate change but are willing to do their part. Make it easy for them, give them choices and  

I believe they will do it.

A noticeable shift in Toby’s perspective was his growing concern for climate adaptation. From my observations 

of the sessions, Toby became a very vocal advocate for preparedness, consistently attempting to refocus 

conversations from reducing carbon emissions to what he referred to as “ climate change readiness.”  

He has little faith in reversing or mitigating climate change but believes that it is vital to prepare for a future  

of increased climatic instability :

Spending all of or most of our resources into reducing greenhouse gasses is just foolish.  

I have heard that even if we reduced CO2 production in the entire world by 50 % it would take  

up to 100 years for the temperature to reduce by 1 degree C. For example we need to design our  

new neighbourhoods for both solar energy and for flooding. In Edmonton we could not endure 

2 weeks without electricity in the middle of winter [ referring to the electricity blackout following 

Hurricane Sandy ]. We need to improve our infrastructure so this does not happen.

Toby was skeptical about whether human releases of greenhouse gases have impacted the climate, but he did 

believe the climate is changing. He believed that in order to find greater support and momentum for the low 

carbon policies, there must be an attempt to broaden the conversation :

There is another side to this and I wanted the group to consider it. When we do make these changes 

there can be other benefits as well that will help justify the cost and the inconvenience in people’s life. 

Doing this with more than the goal of just lowering greenhouse gases will help encourage people of 

Edmonton to do what is right.

An interaction between two antagonistic deliberators further emphasizes Toby’s point. A self-proclaimed 

“ environmentalist ” and a climate skeptic consistently disagreed over issues of climate change and energy. 

However, in the fifth session, upon talking to each other about their own lifestyles rather than arguing about the 

reality of climate change they found that they were able to agree on many low carbon policies.
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CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

The journal participants displayed varying degrees of civic engagement. Kimberly, for example, reported on her 

post-deliberation survey that she was “ trying to act in ways that reduce climate change ” ; she disagreed with 

that statement prior to deliberation. However, while proud of the work done at the panel, she was hesitant to 

continue her efforts :

In the afternoon when we did the “ moving forward ” piece it was hard to commit to anything because 

mentally I wasn’t prepared to continue moving forward. Lack of motivation… This late afternoon 

activity felt a little bit of pressure. I felt guilty not signing up for anything. I am proud of the report but I 

don’t know how far I want to go and push / talk about it.

Mahirah and Virginia both reported increased attempts to effect change through knowledge sharing and 

discussion with others. Mahirah stated ; “ I have become more conscious of the amount of power I use and 

share my knowledge with co-workers.” Virginia reported intention to increase her own participation beyond 

the Citizens’ Panel ; “ as a concerned citizen of the future of Edmonton I will certainly share my experience with 

people I know.” Virginia’s post-deliberation survey responses also indicate a strong belief that citizens like her 

can affect what the government does. This is supported by her journal entries, which consistently referred to 

the importance of involving the public in political conversations and decision-making. After the first session, 

Virginia already demonstrated confidence in her own abilities and of those around her, writing :

Every individual is important + each + everyone has some possible solution or maybe the link  

to complete the thought process… At the end of the day, I was convinced that as a group— 

we had the leadership in the room to make suggestions—to the right people to at least begin to  

bring about change in Edmonton future use of energy… Judging from the people at my table, 

everyone had something to offer.

Toby’s journal entries unearth a shift in his political capabilities and skills. He entered the Citizens’ Panel 

with some hesitation ; “ I was wishing on my way there that I had not agreed to be on the panel.” He was also 

skeptical of the influence the panel’s input would have ; “ I have not felt my opinion, or the Citizen’s Panel 

participation will have a huge impact on decisions the City of Edmonton will make in the future. I expect that 

they will take a couple of ideas from this group, but they will more heavily rely on professional consultants.”  

His pre-deliberation survey responses echo this skepticism, as he responded that people like him can 

only affect what the government does “ a little ”, and that he can do little about climate change. Despite his 

trepidation towards the Citizens’ Panel, Toby attended every session, and became a consistent contributor to 

discussions. He attributed the personal connections he made with other panelists as a motivating factor ;  

“ It was hard to get motivated in the morning to get to the panel. It was a busy week and I was feeling under the 

weather. It was the friendships I had made with a few that got me going.” Kimberly similarly found inspiration in 

the other participants ; “ The best part about this panel is getting to work/know new Edmontonians ( outside of 

my circle of friends / family ) … I feel very respected here. We have created our own family here.”
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Through the duration of the sessions, the ease and frequency with which Toby tapped into his deliberative 

capacity increases. After the third session, he reported ; “ I feel comfortable talking in the group.” Near the 

end, Toby had a moment of self-reflection in which he realizes the increase in his engagement level ; “ Over the 

course of the sessions I did get a little more vocal against a few of the recommendations. I did this because 

I saw that very few people were. If the group’s final paper was going to withstand the criticism from fellow 

citizens and council they would have to address some of these concerns when they wrote the final draft.” He 

concluded by stating that he would probably be involved in a process like this again.

Discussion

The literature on deliberative democracy reviewed earlier emphasizes knowledge gain, opinion realization  

and change, and honing of civic skills stemming from self-reflexive and reasoned dialogue ( Dryzek 2011 ;  

Neimeyer 2011 ; Luskin, Fishkin and Jowell 2002 ). These benefits contribute to the impact of deliberation,  

and supplement and can even arise in the absence of a meaningful decision or outcome. The results of this 

study highlight occurrences of both change and stasis, and the external conditions that likely contributed to 

such outcomes.

PARTICIPANT CHANGE

Shifts in opinion and knowledge are fostered by increased experience with and exposure to the topic at hand, 

and dialogue that challenges pre-existing beliefs and requires that information and opinions be justified within 

a broader range of perspectives. Interactions and friendships amongst deliberators enhance deliberative 

engagement and openness to discovering common ground. The presence of these key factors led to 

significant participant change amongst the deliberators in the Citizens’ Panel.

Toby, spurred by the silence of others and his skepticism toward the information he was presented with 

became vocal about climate adaptation, an area of concern mostly ignored within the panel. As he began 

a critical analysis of the discussions and engaged in dialogue with other panelists, he noticed a gap in the 

conversation that helped him to refine his perspective. Rather than explicit opinion change, Toby experienced 

opinion formation. He went from claiming that he had no strong opinions on the topics to becoming an 

advocate for adaptation.

The types of information provided to and drawn on by participants can inspire change. Personal experience 

with the impacts of climate change, in the form of observed unexpected weather events or exposure to others’ 

experiences, appeared to prompt increased concern, and a desire for initiatives that address climate change. 

Brody et al. ( 2012 ) highlight the importance of context on individuals’ willingness to change beliefs and 

actions, stating that those who have experienced environmental degradation are more like to adopt concern 

and corresponding behaviours. Toby observed the hardships created by Hurricane Sandy, which occurred 

during the Citizens’ Panel, and embraced a perspective of climate change adaptation inspired by a desire to 
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avoid similar consequences. Increased exposure to the effects of climate change may broaden deliberators’ 

experiences and prompt a shift in perspectives towards a more pro-environmental outlook. Many participants 

vocalized their desire for information about other areas of the world, how other places are coping with and 

mitigating the effects of climate change. Norgaard ( 2006 ) refers to a focus on tradition and the local, which 

draws attention away from the concerns of future generations and the global good. The journal participants 

in this study avoided such “ socially organized denial ”, many of them maintaining a strong focus on future 

generations and quality of life for all, and an interest in the global aspects of the issue. Increasing deliberators’ 

experience with climate change, directly or indirectly through stories, guest speakers, current events, or case 

studies, may have enhanced opportunities for opinion and behaviour shifts by eliciting empathy and creating 

tangible connections to climate change.

The process of deliberation and dialogue with other viewpoints created opportunities to cut through single-

minded, rhetoric-filled beliefs and biased knowledge by opening up this type of thinking to challenges from 

other perspectives. Kimberly’s knowledge and beliefs were tempered by the array of opinions she was 

exposed to through the deliberation. She became more tentative towards the “ biased ” opinions of her father, 

a climate skeptic and employee at a coal power plant whose opinions she previously relayed unquestioningly. 

Her emerging self-awareness and more careful consideration of the sources of her knowledge represent 

the reflexivity that Neimeyer ( 2011 ) argues weeds out rhetoric and leads to more reasonable and thoughtful 

opinions. Kimberly had previously taken a “ cognitive shortcut ” ( 118 ) by uncritically repeating statements she 

had heard someone else make, but she began to consider the foundation of such claims and engaged in more 

nuanced evaluations of information sources.

The opportunity for dialogue amongst diverse individuals can enhance deliberator change by creating  

a space for deliberators to work through disagreements and investigate one another’s perspectives.  

Even when participants do not share common perspectives, deliberation and a shared logic can assist  

them in transforming their diverse viewpoints into mutually acceptable outcomes ( Neimeyer 2011 ).  

The interaction between the environmentalist and the climate skeptic exemplify this—when they stopped 

debating and started a dialogue they recognized rather than rejected each other’s values, and in doing so 

realized they can agree on many policy outcomes. After sharing information with each other about their 

respective preferences and motivations, the climate skeptic said; “Connor and I lead similar lifestyles,  

we just disagree about why we need to.” 

The human interaction, collegiality, and friendships that developed through the deliberation also stimulated 

changes in engagement levels. Deliberators can be expected to have “ a greater willingness to act ”  

( Hobson and Neimeyer 2011 : 966 ). Some participants reflected this, stating their intentions to continue 

spreading the knowledge they gained to others. Two journalists attributed the motivation for their engagement 

during and after the deliberation to the human interactions they experienced. Eggins et al. ( 2007 ) refer to fair 

and respectful treatment as a means of encouraging a sense of citizenship in participants. Toby and Kimberly 

indicated that friendships and feelings of family and respect persuaded them to continue their efforts when 

they were otherwise feeling disheartened.



Participant experiences of change in a deliberative setting 24

LACK OF PARTICIPANT CHANGE

The extensive time and effort required of deliberators in the Citizens’ Panel might have led to physical and 

mental exhaustion that discouraged future involvement. Past volunteer and advocacy work also appeared to 

constrain the increased political engagement that is expected after participation in a deliberation. Distrust 

of the process, including perceived biases and skepticism toward the actual impacts deliberative outcomes 

will have, also reduced the likelihood of increased engagement by Citizens’ Panel participants. Finally, the 

existing structural and practical limitations of moving towards a low carbon lifestyle seemed to temper uptake 

of and support for low carbon measures. Existing economic dependencies on coal-heavy energy and physical 

barriers such as insufficient public transit access influenced opinion change towards sustainable initiatives. 

These important attributes constrained opportunities for opinion change and increases in civic engagement.

Engagement levels can be negatively impacted by extensive involvement in political or social issues that 

leads to feelings of exhaustion or the satisfaction that one has already done their part. While the results of this 

study show that there were some instances of increased engagement and political capacity, as predicted by 

the literature ( Fusarelli, Kowalski and Petersen 2011 ; Min 2007 ; Eggins, Reynolds, Oakes and Mavor 2007 ), 

overall, surveys and journals point to more static results. Kimberly reported feeling not “ prepared to continue 

moving forward ” resulting from a lack of motivation and exhaustion. Other participants spoke to me at the final 

session, citing their past involvement with community leagues and volunteering as a reason for not having the 

energy or motivation to also engage in action on this issue.

Lack of desire to continue involvement may have also followed from skepticism towards the effectiveness  

and meaningfulness of their participation. Toby’s cynicism towards the legitimacy of experts and biased 

information highlights a barrier to opinion change. Greater exposure to a more varied landscape of expert 

opinions and perspectives may have reduced resistance towards the knowledge that was shared with 

participants. Toby also believed that the panel’s input would be taken lightly compared to the opinions of 

experts, and thought the panel was biased and “ led down a path.” Virginia too showed hesitancy in the  

ability of the City of Edmonton to efficiently implement new ideas ; “ I find it frustrating that the city seems to  

be moving slowly at implementing change … and at times one department doesn’t seem to know what the  

other department is doing. At times things are started—but it doesn’t seem like there is even a completion 

date.” Eggins et al. ( 2007 ) assert that meaningful participation and the realization that their input has utility  

will assist citizens in moving away from rational ignorance and towards greater political engagement. 

Insufficient decision-making autonomy or influence of the panel, or a failure to properly communicate to 

participants the extent of their power, may have made the deliberative exercise appear less meaningful, 

discouraging engagement.

In this study, participant change was also found to be constrained by practical limitations, such as cost and 

accessibility, and the structure of energy dependence that is currently at play in the province. A large body 

of knowledge describes barriers to opinion and belief change, including structural and demographic barriers 

( Huddart–Kennedy et al. 2009 ; Jones et al. 1999 ). Some participants feared cost increases, preventing them 

from being entirely supportive of low carbon policies. Virginia demonstrated concern regarding how up-front 
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investments would impact older citizens like her who may not live to reap long-term financial benefits.  

She also noted inaccessibility of infrastructure and services, such as living far from a bus route and an 

absence of bike trails near her home. Many Edmonton citizens also rely on the current, coal-heavy energy 

industry. For example, Kimberly’s father is employed at a coal-power plant and so his wellbeing and that of  

his family are directly dependent on the existing economic structures.

Further questions linger following these findings. There is space for follow-up on the long-term knowledge, 

opinion, and behaviour changes of participants. Continued data collection, conducted by other Alberta Climate 

Dialogue researchers, will contribute to a longitudinal study that will supplement this research. Additionally, 

there is a question regarding how the learnings and changes experienced during deliberations can be 

translated to the greater public. Resources and time prevent deliberations from being entirely inclusive, and 

so there is a need to effectively communicate the outcomes. Neimeyer ( 2011 ) argues that simply reporting 

aggregate preferences “ shortchanges ” the rest of the public as they are asked to trust in the decision of the 

deliberative panel without experiencing any of the knowledge gains or opinion shifts. It is therefore vital to 

articulate the logical pathways or reasoning undertaken by deliberators. There are opportunities for future 

research to investigate communication of deliberative conclusions, as well as support for the congruent 

learning, opinion development and change of non-participants.

Conclusion

Using journal entries and survey responses, this paper draws attention to individuals’ unique experiences 

with change and stasis. The results indicate some shifts in knowledge, opinions and engagement levels 

as well as barriers that impeded potentially transformative moments. The use of journals and surveys to 

capture individual change permitted a deeper insight into the experiences of participants that would not be 

possible by analyzing only the final outcome ( the Citizens’ Panel Report and recommendations to Council ). 

Surveys allowed for collection of large amounts of data from many panelists, but are limited by length and 

predetermined questionnaire items. The journals supplemented survey data by capturing additional thoughts 

and explanations, and allowed for participants to express unexpected instances of change or important 

moments that researchers would not think to include in surveys. This research offers particularly important 

insights into research methods and the role of participant journals for understanding subtle shifts that may  

not warrant a change in survey response but can provide significant knowledge of the effects of deliberation.

This research provides practitioners and conveners of deliberative events with important insights regarding 

aspects of the process and design that encouraged change and meaningful learning. For example, the 

atmosphere of camaraderie and respect fostered by facilitators at the Citizens’ Panel encouraged some 

of the participants to be more politically engaged, while the lack of communication and ambiguous scope 

of the Panel’s decision-making power frustrated some participants as they felt that their input would not 

have a meaningful impact on future policy. Finally, this research also provides decision-makers with a closer 

look at the impacts of deliberation on individual participants that will assist in evaluating the usefulness and 

effectiveness of a deliberative approach in future decision-making.
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