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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
This research brief presents the findings from the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate 

Challenges. The findings show increases in participants’ self-assessed knowledge of climate change, energy 

issues, and policy options to address Edmonton’s energy and climate challenges. These increases are 

attributed to participation in this 42 hour deliberative exercise.

Relevant Literature
Plotnikoff, Wright and Karunamuni ( 2004 ) found moderate levels of self-reported knowledge of climate change, 

global warming, and greenhouse gas emissions amongst 600 Albertans that they surveyed in 2000. Clearly, 

there are potential gains to be made in this province with regard to knowledge-building initiatives. One of 

the expected benefits of a deliberative process is the enhanced knowledge acquired by participants. While 

participants acquire knowledge about how deliberative processes work, they are also expected to develop 

knowledge about the topics being discussed. Grönlund, Setala & Herne ( 2010 ) anticipate that deliberation 

leads to knowledge gains as a result of people being “ confronted with new information as well as views and 

rationales that are different from their own ” ( 99 ). The process of reason-giving exposes participants to others’ 

reasons, enhancing their “ social knowledge ” ( Muhlberger & Weber, 2006 : 3 ) and correcting misconceptions 

( Grönlund et al., 2010 ). Other research suggests that the enhanced knowledge originates from briefing 

materials provided as part of deliberative events ( Muhlberger & Weber, 2006 ; Strandberg & Grönlund, 2012 ) 

or from presentations that occur during the deliberative event ( Fournier et al., 2011 ).

Several studies have administered knowledge-testing surveys to assess knowledge gains ( Grönlund et al., 

2010 ; Fishkin, He, Luskin & Siu, 2010 ; Fournier et al., 2011 ; Luskin, Fishkin & Jowell, 2002 ). These studies 

assess objective changes in knowledge, comparing survey responses before and after the deliberative 

event. The challenge with this measurement approach is determining appropriate measures to use, given the 

voluminous information distributed as part of a deliberative event as well as the emergent knowledge that is 

composed through social exchange. Furthermore, these types of tests count some knowledge as valid and 

other knowledge as less valid, leaving researchers to decide which knowledge claims have value.

Another approach to measuring knowledge is to ask participants to rate their knowledge before and after the 

deliberative event. The value of this measurement approach is that it does not need to isolate factoids to use 

in testing, but examines the totality of information that is distributed. This type of knowledge assessment does 

not imply which knowledge claims are valid and which are not. Furthermore, this measurement approach takes 

into account the emergent knowledge that stems from the social exchange among participants. Jacobs, Cook 

and Carpini ( 2009 ) found a correlation between self-reported knowledge gains and objectively assessed 

measures of knowledge. These authors investigated the impact of the deliberative process on knowledge 

change by comparing deliberators’ knowledge to the knowledge of non-deliberators ( Jacobs et al., 2009 ). 

They found that increases in knowledge were a result of the deliberative forum rather than extraneous factors 

such as press coverage, current events, or public relations campaigns.
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Case Study
The Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges was a group of citizens recruited through 

random digit dialing methods.3 These citizens were asked to commit six Saturdays to learn about and 

discuss energy and climate issues facing the City of Edmonton. They were provided with multiple learning 

opportunities during their participation, including a Citizens Handbook with background information about 

the relevant issues, as well as expert presentations from climate scientists and policy experts.4 In addition, 

over the course of the six sessions, they had plenty of opportunities to share additional information through 

discussion. This social exchange of information occurred formally as part of the agenda and as well as more 

informally through random conversations amongst participants.

Research Question

How does participation in a deliberation exercise on energy  
and climate issues affect participants’ self-assessed knowledge 
around these topics?

Methods
We administered a series of surveys to assess how participation in the deliberation exercise affected 

participants’ self-assessed knowledge about a variety of topics. Similar to Plotnikoff et al.’s ( 2004 ) and 

Jacobs et al.’s ( 2009 ) studies, this research relies on participants’ self-assessed knowledge. Before and after 

the deliberation, participants completed surveys with questions about their knowledge. Forty-four of the 66 

panelists completed the web survey prior to the deliberative event. Over the course of the six session event, 

the number of participants decreased from 66 to 55. Of the remaining panelists, 49 completed the posttest 

survey, which was administered on the last day of the deliberative exercise.  Not all survey participants 

answered every question, so the sample size varies by question. Because of the different modes of survey 

administration, we used different response scales for the web pretest survey ( 10-point scale ) and printed 

posttest survey ( 4-point scale ). To adjust the scales, we converted both scales to a 20-point scale to allow for 

comparisons.
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Findings
Across all items, participants reported, on average, higher levels of knowledge after the deliberative event, 

compared to before the deliberative event ( Table 1 ). The averages suggest that prior to the deliberative event, 

participants’ knowledge of most topics was low to moderate. Respondents reported the highest levels of 

knowledge about climate change ( 13.5 on a 20-point scale ) and the lowest levels of knowledge about the City 

of Edmonton’s environmental policies ( 6.8 on a 20-point scale). Post-deliberation averages show moderate 

to high levels of knowledge about all of the relevant topics. The greatest knowledge gains were made in the 

understanding of what energy vulnerability is as well as ways to reduce Edmonton’s energy vulnerability  

( 7.5 increase on a 20-point scale ). While knowledge about climate change as a general domain increased,  

this increase was less dramatic than in other areas.

Table 1 : Averages and Standard Deviations for Self-Assessed Knowledge Questions

How informed do you feel 
about … ?

Pretest prior to the 
deliberation 

Q14 
n=44

Posttest 
immediately after 
the deliberation 

Q16 
n=48–49

Change

what climate change is
13.5
( 3.5 )

17.6
( 3.3 )

4.1

how energy is used in Edmonton
8.7

( 3.3 )
14.4
( 3.3 )

5.7

what energy vulnerability is
8.7

( 4.8 )
16.2
( 3.6 )

7.5

ways to reduce Edmonton’s  
GHG emissions

9.1
( 4.2 )

16.2
( 3.6 )

7.1

ways to reduce Edmonton’s  
energy vulnerability

7.6
( 4.0 )

15.1
( 3.6 )

7.5

the City of Edmonton’s 
environmental policies

6.8
( 4.2 )

12.4
( 3.8 )

5.6

 Note : Scale range is 2 to 20
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Discussion
Pre-deliberation survey results demonstrate low to moderate knowledge of climate change and energy issues. 

This finding is consistent with Plotnikoff et al.’s ( 2004 ) evaluation of climate change knowledge in a sample 

of 600 Albertans. They found only moderate levels of self-reported knowledge of climate change, global 

warming, and greenhouse gas emissions amongst respondents. While our data were collected twelve years 

later, our randomly selected group of participants showed similar levels of knowledge about climate change 

issues. In contrast, after the deliberation, the averages were much higher on the 20-point scale ( 12.4 to 17.6 ). 

Participants reported higher, on average, levels of self-assessed knowledge after the deliberations, compared 

to before the deliberations. This result is consistent with existing literature that suggests that participants will 

experience increases in their knowledge about deliberation topics as a result of their participation ( Fishkin et 

al., 2010 ; Jacobs et al., 2009 ; Luskin et al., 2002 ). Our results also support the literature that suggests there 

are more significant gains in knowledge regarding specific deliberation topics than in broader knowledge 

domains ( Strandberg & Grönlund, 2012 ; Grönlund et al., 2010 ; Luskin et al., 2002 ). Specifically, our survey 

results indicate the greatest increase in knowledge around “ energy vulnerability,” a concept that would have 

been new to many of the participants, while the lowest increase was reported for general knowledge about 

climate change.

Fishkin et al. ( 2010 ) found that those participants who reported the largest levels of knowledge gain were 

also the most likely to have an opinion change. Further research will examine whether this same relationship 

appears amongst participants in the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges. 

Specifically, do changes in knowledge also correlate positively to changes in opinions about policy options ?

Further research should also consider the relationships between knowledge, concern, and personal efficacy, 

which have important implications for climate change mitigation and adaptation. A study by Milfont ( 2012 ) 

provides evidence of positive associations among these three variables. Further research will examine the 

linkages between personal efficacy, concern about climate change, and changes in knowledge among 

participants in the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges.
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