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Preface 22 

Emergency frames are mobilised in contemporary sustainability debates, both in response to specific 23 

events and also strategically. The strategic deployment of emergency frames by proponents of 24 

sustainability action aims to stimulate collective action on issues for which it is lacking. But this is 25 

contentious due to a range of possible effects. We critically review interdisciplinary social science 26 

literature to examine the political effects of emergency frames in sustainability and develop a typology 27 

of five key dimensions of variation. This pinpoints practical areas for evaluating the utility of 28 

emergency frames and builds a shared vocabulary for analysis and decision-making.  29 
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- 30 

The notion of emergency has become prominent in contemporary sustainability science and politics. 31 

Sustainability issues, especially climate change and biodiversity loss, are increasingly declared as 32 

society-wide emergencies by scientists, civil society groups, cities, national governments, and 33 

international organisations in an attempt to focus attention and accelerate action. Only five years after 34 

the first climate emergency declaration in 2016, almost 2000 such declarations have been issued 35 

(https://climateemergencydeclaration.org). At the same time, acute and unprecedented climate 36 

change-related impacts (e.g. wildfires, droughts, floods) are occurring with increasing frequency and 37 

magnitude, creating sharply felt emergencies in specific locations, and anxiety about the futures they 38 

portend. An emergency frame is a sense-making lens which conveys the meaning that a given set of 39 

circumstances constitutes an emergency. However, the consequences of using emergency frames in 40 

sustainability governance are complex, and, so far, not well understood. Moreover, the strategic 41 

deployment of emergency frames is contentious. While the urgency and irreversibility of unfolding 42 

global environmental changes are highlighted as justification, scholars disagree about the implications 43 

and merits of emergency frames for advancing collective action, and sometimes even strongly caution 44 

against it. Making sense of this contradictory picture requires a critical synthesis of the diverse 45 

possible effects of emergency frames in order to inform effective and politically astute responses.  46 

 47 

The political effects of emergency frames may vary across different times, places, and issue domains, 48 

and depending on who mobilises this framing. For example, emergency frames may convey the 49 

urgency necessary to avoid further destruction of the environment and promote positive action1, 50 

thereby opening up new political possibilities for consensual sustainability action. But emergency 51 

frames may also polarise debates2, lead to public fatigue over time, trigger political defensiveness, or 52 

even enable power grabs. Different scholarly disciplines and fields identify various fragmented 53 

aspects of this picture, creating ambiguity and conflicting claims about the normative merit of 54 

emergency frames and, worryingly, their actual empirical effects. Therefore, whether emergency 55 

frames are conducive or counter-productive to mobilising sustainability action – and ultimately societal 56 

transformations – is not clear. Despite growing attention to the emergence of emergency frames, 57 

there is a lack of systematic understanding of their effects in sustainability governance, as well as 58 

their variation within and across contexts. Furthermore, experiences under the COVID-19 pandemic 59 
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give new impetus for understanding the range of effects that might arise under emergency involving 60 

governmental, social, and even military actions.  61 

 62 

This paper critically reviews and synthesises interdisciplinary insights concerning the political effects 63 

of emergency frames across diverse but fragmented disciplines. This material draws from: political 64 

science (22%), sustainability science (17%), policy studies (13%), sociology (12%), human geography 65 

(11%), social psychology (9%), and others (including law and human rights, science and technology 66 

studies, science communication) (16%) (Supplementary Note 1). The focus is on emergency frames 67 

in the field of environmental sustainability, but also draws on insights from other substantive fields 68 

(e.g. disaster/crisis, social justice, security studies, COVID-19) where this is particularly relevant for 69 

understanding the political effects of emergency frames in sustainability. This enables an 70 

interdisciplinary review of the specific issue of emergency in sustainability to uncover diverse insights 71 

on this topic and provide a foundation for future work. 72 

 73 

The methodology involved: 1) an exploratory dialogue with a global interdisciplinary group of 74 

approximately 50 social scientists at the 2020 Virtual Forum on Earth System Governance (16 75 

September 2020) to inductively identify key themes; 2) structured literature searches to identify 76 

relevant issues and debates, and 3) critical interpretive review3 among the interdisciplinary author 77 

team to identify key effects and debates. Material reviewed was evenly split between speculative work 78 

(i.e. primarily conceptual and/or opinion) (50%) and empirically-informed work (i.e. empirical using 79 

original data 29% or synthesis compiling existing data 22%) (50%) (Supplementary Note 1). Our 80 

findings result in a typology comprising five dimensions of variation in the political effects of 81 

emergency frames: 1) engagement among mass publics, 2) empowerment or disempowerment of 82 

social actors, 3) shifts in formal political authority, 4) (re)shaping of discourse, and 5) impacts on 83 

institutions. The overall implication is that sustainability scholars, policymakers, and civil society 84 

should not be too quick to embrace nor discard the notion of emergency, as its utility may vary across 85 

contexts (e.g. in interplay with existing debates, and depending on the presence of safeguards 86 

against adverse consequences) and over time (e.g. short-term vs long-term role in stimulating and 87 

reinforcing societal transformations).  88 

 89 
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Emergency frames 90 

This section first empirically profiles the attention on emergency in current sustainability debates, and 91 

then elaborates on the notion of an emergency frame and its attributes.   92 

 93 

Emergency in contemporary sustainability 94 

The use of emergency frames occurs in two distinct ways in contemporary sustainability science and 95 

politics. First, emergency frames are employed in response to acute issues. Examples include the 96 

‘day zero’ water crisis in Cape Town in 20184, unprecedented wildfires in Australia in 2019-205, major 97 

wildfires in the Amazon (2019-20) and the Western United States (2020), and recent climate change-98 

related disasters in India in 2018-19, including a ‘day zero’ water crisis in Chennai and devastating 99 

floods in Kerala. Second, emergency frames are now being deployed as a strategic tool to mobilise 100 

attention, resources, and effort to address an issue for which action is lagging. Examples include 101 

climate emergency declarations issued by scientists6–8, social movements9–12, cities and 102 

municipalities13–15, and parliaments, and also recently declarations of a biodiversity emergency1,16. 103 

The United Nations Environment Program has been labelling both climate change and biodiversity as 104 

emergencies on its websites since 2019, and issued a report to “tackle the climate, biodiversity and 105 

pollution emergencies” in 202117. Furthermore, in a State of the Planet Address in December 2020, 106 

United Nations Secretary General António Guterres declared a climate and biodiversity emergency, 107 

normalising these frames within the multi-lateral governance arena. Illustrative examples of these two 108 

ways of employing emergency frames are given in Table 1.  109 

 110 

Climate emergency frames are becoming especially prominent, as reflected in the results of a survey 111 

conducted by the United Nations Development Program in 2020, which found that 64% of people 112 

around the world thought of climate change as an emergency18. The diffusion of emergency frames 113 

has multiple drivers, both scientific (e.g. the IPCC’s 1.5°C Special Report in 20182,6) and socio-114 

political (e.g. social mobilisation by climate movements). Importantly, emergency frames have a 115 

history in domains beyond sustainability, most obviously in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic19,20, 116 

but also in disaster management21–24, security25,26, migration27, and even colonialism28,29. The politics 117 

of emergency frames in sustainability is, therefore, unavoidably entangled with broader issues and 118 

debates.  119 
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Table 1: Illustrative empirical cases of emergency frames in sustainability. 120 
Case Nature of emergency Context Key actors 
Emergency-as-reaction: 
 ‘Black Summer’ 

wildfires in 
Australia 
(2019-20) 

• Major wildfires with 
unprecedented impact and 
duration 

• Formal state of emergency 
declared several times by 
State and Territory 
governments  

• Discursively linked by 
some to climate 
emergency98 

• 2019 was the hottest and 
driest year on record 

• Fires now being attributed to 
climate change111 

• Increase in public concern 
about climate change112 

• Governments (State/ 
Territory, National) 

• Rural Fire Service 
(voluntary) 

• Australian Defence Force 
• Public health system 
• Communities 
• Local businesses 

 Floods in Kerala 
and ‘day zero’ 
drought in 
Chennai, India 
(2018-19) 

• Record floods in Kerala in 
2018 and severe drought 
in Chennai in 2019 placed 
spotlight on climate 
impacts and risks 

• Climate emergency 
invoked by some actors, 
but also debated due to 
other vulnerabilities (e.g. 
development, regulatory, 
preparedness) 

• Emergency somewhat 
normalized due to frequent 
disasters and losses 

• Emergency arrangements 
evolving over time from 
colonial origins 

• Climate vulnerability 
increasingly recognized 
rhetorically but policy 
changes typically small 

• Governance failures (e.g. 
violations of regulations113)  

• Governments (Local, 
State, National) 

• Specific agencies (e.g. 
State Disaster 
Management Authority) 

• Non-governmental 
organizations (local and 
international) 

• Civil society initiatives 
(e.g. fishermen) 

• Private actors (e.g. water 
providers) 

Emergency-as-strategy: 
 Climate 

emergency 
declarations 
(2016-present) 

• Climate emergency 
declared by an increasing 
number of actors in 
response to mismatch 
between scale/pace of 
policy action and climate 
risks identified by science 

• Aim to stimulate rapid and 
ambitious action to avoid 
future impacts and 
changes 

• The concept of climate 
emergency arose from 
scientific calls7 and 
increasing urgency in 
international science 
assessments (e.g. IPCC 
reports) and taken up by 
civil society groups (e.g. 
Fridays For Future) local 
and national governments, 
and international 
organizations 

• Scientists 
• Governments and/or 

parliaments (Local, 
National, Supranational) 

• United Nations 
• Social movements (e.g. 

Fridays For Future, 
Extinction Rebellion) 

• Professional associations 
(e.g. engineers, 
architects) 

• Businesses 
• Educational bodies 

 Biodiversity 
emergency 
declarations 
(~2019-present) 

• Biodiversity emergency 
articulated by scientists in 
response to accelerating 
rates of ecosystem 
destruction and 
biodiversity loss 

• Sometimes framed as a 
twin emergency of 
biodiversity and climate 
change, drawing attention 
to human health and well-
being16 

• Calls for “emergency 
measures” to protect 
individual species in 
extreme situations have a 
long history in conservation, 
including contested calls to 
use military force as ‘last 
resort’114  

• Contemporary calls typically 
do not mention these prior 
debates, drawing instead on 
similar rhetoric to climate 
emergencies 

• Scientists 
• United Nations 

Environment Program 
and UN Environmental 
Assembly 

• National Governments 
(Ireland) 

• Social movements (e.g. 
Extinction Rebellion) 

• Professional associations 
(e.g. architects, 
construction) 

 121 

 122 

Conceptualising emergency frames 123 

A ‘frame’ refers to an interpretive lens, comprising symbols, categorisations, and stories for delimiting 124 

and making sense of an issue by providing comprehension and suggesting responses30,31. The 125 

concept of frames emerged within multiple disciplines, including language studies, sociology, 126 
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psychology, and political science32. A frame conveys the essence of a controversy33, shaping how 127 

controversies are dealt with by highlighting certain features of an issue but obscuring others34. 128 

Framing influences attitudes and behaviours of individuals and groups on political issues35. As such, 129 

frame competitions can arise22, which may risk capture by political elites but can also afford new 130 

opportunities to comprehend problems through challenges to dominant frames. However, any single 131 

frame can have varying effects on people, depending on, for example, their ideological affiliation36, as 132 

observed in climate policy37,38.  133 

 134 

An emergency frame is a way of constructing a political issue as exceptional and urgent, which 135 

demands action to avoid catastrophe7,29,39. Frames have been found to play a key role in the politics 136 

of disasters/crises40, as various actors use frames to politicise events and assign or deflect blame41,42. 137 

Declarations of emergency may also enable the allocation of extraordinary powers and shifts in 138 

authority (including to unelected officials). Yet, defining what exactly constitutes an emergency is not 139 

straightforward, especially for emergencies that are more open-ended. For example, in climate 140 

emergency declarations, framing work involves ‘crisification’2, invoking specific qualities of 141 

unpredictability, irreversibility, rapid change, and critical juncture43, but importantly also hope43 that 142 

action can lead to better outcomes. Recently, multiple emergency frames are being bundled (e.g. 143 

climate and biodiversity as interconnected emergencies44, climate change as a public health8,45 and 144 

human rights46 emergency, links between climate change and racism47).  145 

 146 

The notion of ‘emergency’ emphasises a need for action or response to an acute threat or crisis. Yet, 147 

the very notion of emergency makes subtle assumptions about normalcy in the face of such threats. 148 

For emergency-as-reaction, the typical imperative is for a return to pre-existing conditions43. In 149 

contrast, emergency-as-strategy typically assumes the untenability of the status quo, where this 150 

status quo is ‘othered’ in order to observe its pathology and choose anew. In other words, emergency-151 

as-strategy is about creating an exception to the norm as a political intervention to make an existing 152 

situation visible in a new way. Thus, despite emergency frames being central in both situations, the 153 

politics of emergency may be very different, particularly since climate or biodiversity emergencies are 154 

open-ended and without quick resolution, suggesting ongoing political struggles and complex 155 

consequences. Nonetheless, emergency-as-reaction may also have potentially far-reaching 156 
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consequences, as witnessed under the COVID-19 pandemic with reconfigurations of legal authority, 157 

expanded use of militaries in domestic tasks, and expanded surveillance19,48,49.  158 

 159 

Who is involved in defining an emergency is inherently political. This may involve networks of experts, 160 

the media, politicians, and the general public. The construction of an emergency frame involves 161 

sense-making (i.e. articulation and promotion of an explanatory narrative) within uncertain situations 162 

and incomplete information50,51. From a social constructivist perspective, emergencies are not treated 163 

as objectively existing, but rather, as co-constructed through shared experiences, perceptions, and 164 

communications of threat and urgency24,52. Elite capture of such deliberations can, however, lead to a 165 

singular focus and reductive logic that overlooks trade-offs across diverse issues in heterogeneous 166 

societies, and also privileges centralised state responses over pluralistic responses that could 167 

ultimately be more effective53–55. Notably for climate emergency, actors outside the mainstream (e.g. 168 

youth movements and small local governments13,15) have played a crucial role, often closely tied to 169 

cognate demands for justice and equality. These demands have been embedded in the ‘green (new) 170 

deals’ currently debated in Europe56 and North America57. Clearly power plays a role in framing 171 

emergencies, but this may be more complex than simply reinforcing pre-existing asymmetries, 172 

suggesting that power should be seen within a longer-term perspective of evolving political struggle, 173 

i.e. over which emergency, for whom, and according to whom?  174 

 175 

Also bound up in the notion of emergency are claims about the pace and scale of response. 176 

Emergency frames imply a need for rapid and substantive action that matches the scale of threat. For 177 

emergency-as-reaction, responses often attempt to overcome immediate danger, although doing so 178 

may require transformative action to address root causes of vulnerability58. There are also widespread 179 

examples of responses to emergency-as-reaction being used to advance the political goals of 180 

powerful incumbent actors (e.g. public education reforms in New Orleans post-Hurricane Katrina)59. 181 

For emergency-as-strategy, the deployment of emergency frames is geared towards stimulating 182 

urgency (e.g. speed) and increased ambition of action in the absence of immediate danger. Thus, a 183 

key difference between emergency-as-reaction and emergency-as-strategy is that the former centres 184 

on a response to impacts that have manifestly occurred, whereas the latter strategically aims to avoid 185 

impacts in the future. These stances can become enmeshed, as shown in the cases of the Australian 186 
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wildfires and water-related crises in India (Table 1) where specific crisis events came to support the 187 

strategic deployment of emergency frames, through locating the source of crises within broader 188 

narratives about climate emergency.  189 

 190 

Variation in political effects 191 

The political effects of emergency frames were found to vary across five key dimensions (Figure 1): 192 

1) Engagement among mass publics, including affect, emotions and arousal, motivations, and 193 

behaviours; 2) Empowerment or disempowerment of actors, including ability to accomplish tasks, 194 

influence over others, and patterns of inclusion/exclusion; 3) Exercise of formal political authority, 195 

including effects on rule of law, consent/legitimacy, and democratic accountability; 4) Reshaping of 196 

discourse, including effects on public attention, political imaginaries, and embedding of new ideas 197 

(e.g. transformation); and 5) Impacts on institutions, including strengthening or weakening existing 198 

institutions, and new mechanisms of steering. This typology enables systematic analysis of variation 199 

in effects, both within individual cases and comparatively as illustrated in Boxes 1-3, which can 200 

support the derivation of contextually grounded policy implications.  201 

 202 

 203 

Figure 1: Typology of political effects of emergency frames in sustainability. 204 
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 205 

Engagement among mass publics 206 

Emergency frames typically aim to increase the engagement of mass publics by generating attention 207 

and political activism, changing perceptions of urgency and risk, and building support for action. This 208 

can have complex psychological and cognitive consequences, involving affect (i.e. state of mind and 209 

bodily experience), emotions and psychological arousal (e.g. distress, excitement), which influence 210 

motivation for action. Engagement may increase or decrease, and vary for different individuals and 211 

groups.  212 

 213 

Emergency frames can be energising as witnessed by the diffusion of climate emergency declarations 214 

and school student strikes, which can imbue inspiration, hope43, and a sense of efficacy60. But 215 

emergency frames can also be emotionally draining and create exhaustion, anxiety, guilt, and 216 

fear2,11,61,62. Fear can have ambiguous and sometimes counterproductive effects on motivation to 217 

act63,64. Research on climate change and fear reveals that existential threats can “increase 218 

commitment to one’s worldview, self-esteem, and relationships, and increase defence of these 219 

entities when threatened”65. In such situations, people are likely to cling to existing thoughts, values, 220 

and ideology, regardless of necessary action to address the crisis. Existential fear can also trigger 221 

increased commitment to action from those already concerned about certain issues, such as protest 222 

or the pursuit of goals that outlive individuals (e.g. change in legislation, new infrastructure)66. 223 

Recently, some scholars have questioned whether concerns about fear-based messaging are 224 

overstated67, suggesting the need to strike a balance between animating a sense of urgency and 225 

triggering denial or inaction2.  226 

 227 

Typically, the notion of emergency is associated with a threat to survival or health, triggering 228 

heightened states of psychological arousal (e.g. distress, excitement). However, arousal is a 229 

threshold property, and overwhelming this threshold closes down the capability to respond68. In cases 230 

of emergency-as-reaction, arousal is important to address an immediate threat. In cases of 231 

emergency-as-strategy, arousal will be difficult to sustain and could risk overwhelming some people 232 

with distress even while animating others. Arousal is related to the sense of urgency invoked by 233 

emergency. Yet, there is ambiguous evidence regarding the effect of time pressure on behavioural 234 
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responses, including risk of inaction caused by optimism bias67,69 or increased willingness to cope 235 

with risk70. Under COVID-19, frustrations with sustained restrictions have emerged, even where initial 236 

solidarity was present. This suggests that motivation for collective action in response to sustained 237 

crises may erode over time (although evidence here is ambiguous71). Mismatches between rhetoric 238 

and action could also have adverse motivational consequences for mass publics (e.g. 239 

disappointment, resignation), which could undermine the potential for future public ambition – what if 240 

the measure of last resort has been exhausted without the desired effects?  241 

 242 

The deployment of emergency frames is underpinned by an assumption that recognising emergency 243 

will promote radical responses, including individual behaviour change, norm following, and policy 244 

support. Whilst this could occur for emergency-as-reaction where behavioural responses are 245 

temporary, scholarly literature is mixed as to whether emergency-as-strategy will have similar effects. 246 

For example, despite widespread apocalyptic language in climate communication, policy interventions 247 

rarely move beyond technocratic, incremental interventions72. Dystopic imagery appears to have 248 

limited ability to change individual actions64,73,74. Elsewhere, a ‘boomerang effect’ has been observed 249 

in areas such as health and anti-littering campaigns, where psychological reactance or assertions of 250 

freedom increases the behaviour that is intended to be reduced75. Conversely, exposure to 251 

emergency frames (e.g. as measured by familiarity with Greta Thunberg) may increase the propensity 252 

to engage in climate activism60. This suggests a complex range of possible consequences for 253 

engagement among mass publics, and variation among social groups (e.g., based on gender and 254 

cultural worldview)76. 255 

 256 

Empowerment or disempowerment of actors 257 

Empowerment or disempowerment of actors refers to shifts in power that either increase (empower) 258 

or decrease (disempower) the power of a particular actor relative to others. This centres on the ‘power 259 

to’ accomplish tasks, as contrasted against ‘power with’ (i.e. cooperation) or ‘power over’ others (i.e. 260 

domination)77. Emergency frames may have different consequences for different actors, relating to the 261 

ability to accomplish tasks, level of influence over others, and patterns of inclusion/exclusion.  262 

 263 
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Empowerment/disempowerment is shaped by the type of emergency frame deployed. For example, 264 

different combinations of actors and goals are involved in the emergency-as-reaction and emergency-265 

as-strategy cases in Table 1. Emergency-as-reaction may empower those with existing responsibility 266 

for emergency response (e.g. emergency services, certain government agencies, non-governmental 267 

organisations) through the wielding of formal powers and moral authority. The pressure to ‘return to 268 

normal’ may disempower those seeking ambitious changes or a radical break with the past. 269 

Emergency-as-strategy may empower new actors seeking to claim authoritative status (e.g. 270 

scientists) and influence other actors (e.g. social movements), or create a mandate for decisive action 271 

(e.g. governments/parliaments). This approach also seeks to disempower those opposing radical 272 

action (e.g. certain businesses, lobbyists, politicians).  273 

 274 

Through mobilising climate emergency frames, new actors seek influence in climate debates. 275 

Perhaps most prominently, Fridays For Future has elevated school students as a new category of 276 

actors through claiming (moral) power of youth, undermining that of existing leaders10. Extinction 277 

Rebellion has also become prominent in some countries. These actors argue that a climate and 278 

biodiversity emergency warrants extraordinary mobilisation of attention and resources7. While they 279 

have received public attention and made some political gains (e.g. creation of a UK citizen’s climate 280 

assembly), it is unclear whether they have mobilised necessary resources or power to create 281 

systemic political change. Furthermore, there have been struggles over empowerment. For example, 282 

in Australia, the credibility and authority of “youth” has been challenged by actors holding formal 283 

authority (e.g., the prime minister)78.  284 

 285 

Further insights regarding emergency-as-strategy arise in the context of racism, colonisation, and 286 

violence. Black Lives Matter (BLM) activists deployed the idea of emergency to draw attention to the 287 

normalisation of ordinary violence in the context of institutionalised racism. Here, “naming a state of 288 

emergency is to recognise and interrupt an already existing condition of existence that mixes the 289 

endemic and evental”43. The act of declaring an emergency is used to build recognition of 290 

unendurable conditions of life that have long been ignored or denied. Indigenous studies scholars 291 

have criticised the deployment of emergency frames that rely on settler colonial social structures and 292 

deny the legacy of violence and loss experienced by Indigenous peoples79. These insights show that 293 
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the potential for empowerment/disempowerment through emergency frames is contingent on broader 294 

social structures (e.g. institutionalised racism, histories), but also the possibilities for society-wide 295 

action that may arise through naming long-ignored circumstances.  296 

 297 

Relatedly, emergency frames may also resonate with longer-term patterns of inclusion/exclusion. 298 

Emergency frames demanding sweeping action by government could afford political coverage for 299 

unpopular actions and overcome veto points59. Yet, poor and/or minority communities may lose voice 300 

if emergency frames are oriented towards quick fixes53. For example, within international 301 

development, emergency frames have been criticised for potentially undermining developing states’ 302 

sovereignty and reinforcing inequalities80. This suggests tensions between emergency frames that 303 

empower certain actors while disempowering others.  304 

 305 

Exercise of formal political authority 306 

Exercise of formal political authority refers to instances where governments compel other actors to 307 

take action, through formal or normative authority. While this dimension partially overlaps with 308 

empowerment/disempowerment (which focuses on the relative balance in power between actors), the 309 

exercise of formal political authority relates to the use or intensification of power by a particular (core) 310 

actor: government. It thus centres on ‘power over’ others (e.g. domination, exercise or threat of 311 

violence)77, relating to issues of rule of law, consent/legitimacy, and democratic accountability.  312 

 313 

Emergency-as-reaction may bolster the political authority of governments in a particular crisis. 314 

However, this is unlikely to be straightforward as seen, for example, by the Brazilian Governments’ 315 

recent efforts to downplay major fires in the Amazon and associated resistance to emergency action. 316 

On the other hand, the unprecedented imposition of restrictions within COVID-19 pandemic 317 

responses across many areas of social life (e.g. gathering, work, travel) shows that swift and radical 318 

action is possible. Yet, over time the legitimacy of these restrictions may erode. In relation to 319 

emergency-as-strategy, governments may resist adopting climate emergency stances to avoid 320 

expectations for swift and strong action. For example, despite the unprecedented scale and impact of 321 

the Australian wildfires in 2019-20, the national government has resisted calls for climate action 322 

(Table 1) and dismissed students declaring climate emergency (Section 3.2). Under conditions of 323 
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emergency, such as COVID-19, governments may extend authority into new areas (e.g. surveillance), 324 

which may be in tension with liberal values48. Moreover, a legitimacy gap could arise if actions in 325 

response to a declared emergency are not proportionate to the scale of the threat – a dynamic 326 

already becoming visible where these declarations have been made by governments.  327 

 328 

Many scholars express concerns over the democratic implications of emergency frames. A frequently 329 

raised issue is threats stemming from rapid decisions that foreclose democratic deliberation, fast-track 330 

action, and remove normal checks and balances29,39,49. Some argue that this can lead to new forms of 331 

control, potentially advancing securitised or militarised responses81. Within security studies, 332 

emergency governance is associated with overcoming constraints of the rule of law. This raises 333 

questions about the use of emergency frames, particularly under extended or permanent states of 334 

emergency25,29, and where emergency tools extend into non-traditional domains25,26 such as 335 

sustainability. Scholars in the ‘Copenhagen School’ draw attention to the ways in which speech acts 336 

can lead to an issue being portrayed as a security threat and ‘securitised’, thereby permitting 337 

extraordinary measures to be taken82. Emergency powers can enable state control over issues 338 

through means of violence, for example to repress insurgencies or unrest. A historical perspective on 339 

states of emergency reveals the appropriation of the concept by capitalist and colonial states to 340 

repress class struggles and quell popular mobilisation29. This legacy underlies many concerns 341 

regarding emergency declarations adopted as a state-led political strategy, due to tensions with liberal 342 

democratic values19,49. Nonetheless, while framing climate change as an emergency is viewed as an 343 

indicator of securitisation by some83,84, others find limited evidence of this85.  344 

 345 

Similar concerns in sustainability have arisen about whether the narrow framing of ‘climate 346 

emergency’ empowers a technocratic elite and undermines a plurality of goals and political creativity 347 

necessary to address justice and well-being concerns bound up in sustainability53,54. Deploying 348 

emergency-as-strategy could normalise a pre-emptive logic that could “close down debate and 349 

legitimise otherwise unpalatable options”86. Conversely, declarations of emergency that emerge from 350 

civil society may be viewed as a democratisation of governance within gridlocked political systems. A 351 

recent review of climate emergency declarations by municipalities found no tendency towards 352 

authoritarian governance. Rather, participation was shaped by the history of engagement, type of 353 
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political system, and role of civil society in shaping political outcomes85. Moreover, a key question for 354 

emergency frames in sustainability is whether they are expected to usher in new modes of decision-355 

making, or simply faster decision-making using existing political authority.  356 

 357 

Reshaping of discourse 358 

Discourse involves broad sets of ideas and conceptual schema by which meaning is communicated, 359 

which are reproduced or transformed through social practices87. While a frame is a specific 360 

interpretive device, discourse refers to the broader landscape of ideas and practices within which 361 

specific frames are situated. An emergency frame might reinforce or conflict with a dominant 362 

discourse, or influence the relationship between competing discourses (e.g. directing public attention, 363 

introducing new imaginaries, embedding new ideas).  364 

 365 

Emergency frames may contribute to re-shaping dominant discourses (e.g. business-as-usual), but 366 

this is not guaranteed. For emergency-as-reaction, such frames may fail to re-shape existing 367 

discourse if they simply focus on returning to normal (see the Australian and Indian cases in Table 1). 368 

In contrast, emergency-as-strategy seeks to disrupt discursive stability, although it also contends with 369 

open-ended issues that lack a clear beginning or end and may not fit typical public understandings of 370 

an emergency. For example, ‘crisification’ of climate change may have been a key factor influencing 371 

discourse informing the Paris Agreement88. But policy scholars have long observed that public 372 

attention is ephemeral89, and argued that emergency involves struggle over meaning90. Thus, 373 

emergency frames may require ongoing political work to sustain discursive effects. Whether this will 374 

occur for current claims about climate and biodiversity emergencies is unclear because discourse 375 

change takes time.  376 

 377 

Emergency frames can also introduce new imaginaries. These are (largely subconscious) images of 378 

the past or future imbued with meaning, narrative, and norms about a community91, which make 379 

sense of changes beyond immediate experience92,93. Emergency-as-strategy has been criticised for 380 

reflecting technocratic53,54 and even apocalyptic94 imaginaries, which fail to generate alternative ideas 381 

about the future. The language “depicts the future to be both utterly uncertain and yet 382 

eschatological…[where] The next catastrophe is certain, but until it will have happened one cannot 383 
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predict anything about it”95. Emergency frames risk obscuring root causes (e.g. capitalism, viewing 384 

nature as an inexhaustible resource) through imaginaries involving rapid solutions that perpetuate the 385 

status quo, potentially fostering a depoliticised discourse that is void of imagination79,96. Yet, 386 

emergency can also invoke imaginaries that break with the past and create hope for the future43,97.   387 

 388 

A key question is whether emergency frames usefully embed new ideas in prevailing discourse. For 389 

example, emergency-as-strategy could instil greater imperative for climate action in sluggish political 390 

systems, or open up new rhetorical strategies to avoid the easy dismissal of climate action98,99. But it 391 

could also prematurely close down discursive space in the search for concrete solutions94, and even 392 

trigger counter-discourses (e.g. charges of alarmism or reactionary conservatism) that stall action and 393 

reinforce polarisation. Whether emergency is accommodated in sustainability discourse may, 394 

therefore, rest on the creation and acceptance of new notions of emergency that go beyond 395 

technocratic management and embrace normative directionality about the future. For example, the 396 

notion of a ‘long emergency’100 provides impetus for such an approach. This might also be an 397 

important step towards governance in the Anthropocene where deep time horizons become a key 398 

concern101.  399 

 400 

Impacts on institutions 401 

Institutions refer to “rights, rules, and decision-making procedures that gives rise to a social practice, 402 

assign roles to the participants …, and guide interactions among occupants of these roles”102. Thus, 403 

institutions stabilise social expectations and provide frameworks within which complex social and 404 

political activity becomes possible. While institutions are both formal and informal, we focus on the 405 

more readily observable formal aspects. Emergency frames may work within existing institutions (e.g. 406 

constitutions, resource governance arrangements) or seek to disrupt them (e.g. calls for extraordinary 407 

action or new mechanisms of steering action), raising questions about the consequences for existing 408 

institutions (e.g. strengthening, weakening).    409 

 410 

Emergency frames could strengthen policy portfolios core to state sovereignty, such as essential 411 

services, homeland security, intelligence, military, and finance, but perhaps also others linked to a 412 

particular emergency (e.g. health, infrastructure). Military involvement is now used in situations of 413 
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emergency-as-reaction to extreme climate impacts (e.g. hurricanes, floods, fires), which may increase 414 

as climate change threatens national security83,103. While proponents of climate and/or biodiversity 415 

emergency frames may hope that emergencies elevate sustainability policy portfolios, it seems 416 

equally likely that these will be subordinated to areas critical to state security. At an international level, 417 

emergency frames could strengthen institutional arrangements around specific issues. For example, 418 

biodiversity emergency could strengthen the fragmented global assemblage of assessments, treaties, 419 

and agreements. Climate emergency could accelerate the formation of new assemblages around 420 

geoengineering particularly through re-appropriating demands for urgent action86,104.  421 

 422 

Emergency frames may precipitate new mechanisms of steering action. For example, disaster/crisis 423 

scholars observe that ‘focusing events’105 (such as disasters106) may generate new frames that drive 424 

policy change. Public inquiries following disasters/crises may also lead to policy or legislative change.  425 

For open-ended emergencies (e.g. climate, biodiversity) this is less clear. Institutional effects may 426 

depend on pre-existing capacities, such as the capacity to learn from experience and public 427 

inquiries107 and anticipate future problems. Municipalities declaring climate emergency may establish 428 

new mechanisms to influence planning and infrastructure decisions, such as citizen’s assemblies85. 429 

Yet, hopeful expectations should be tempered by the typically slow nature of institutional change due 430 

to path dependencies, inefficient adaptation to new circumstances, ‘lock-in’ of institutions with 431 

technologies and behaviours, and ephemeral opportunities for deliberate change108.  432 

 433 

Box 1: ‘Black Summer’ wildfires in Australia (2019-20) 434 

In 2019-20, Australia faced unprecedented fire conditions. Following the hottest and driest year on record, the fire 435 

season started two months early and ended with major fires across the South-East burning 24 million hectares. 436 

33 people died as direct result of fires and an estimated 400+ more from smoke-related respiratory issues. Over 437 

3,000 homes were destroyed with over $10 billion in financial impacts, and nearly 3 billion animals were killed or 438 

displaced. The scale and magnitude of Black Summer fires was unparalleled, triggering multiple declarations of a 439 

state of emergency. Emergency management in Australia is the remit of the States and Territories, but these 440 

events placed significant pressure on the Federal government to respond. The military was called in to support 441 

evacuation and response.  442 

 443 
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The intensity of the fires111 and lack of national leadership on climate change triggered fractured political debates 444 

concerning climate policy, hazard reduction burning, and the extent to which the fires were exacerbated by ‘pro-445 

environmental’ policies. The fires increased concern among Australians about climate change112, widespread 446 

protests, and growing calls for the declaration of a climate emergency98. Government rhetoric on climate change 447 

shifted to emphasise resilience and adaptation but with limited discussion concerning mitigation112.  448 

 449 

This case demonstrates both emergency-as-response and emergency-as-strategy. In multiple cities, people 450 

became aware of health impacts of smoke, leading to calls of a “health emergency” under climate change115, and 451 

increasing public support for action112 (Engagement). Despite its reluctance, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) 452 

was used for humanitarian and disaster relief, giving the military an increased role 81 (Empowerment). The 453 

emergency declaration powers of the national government are likely to increase following a post-disaster enquiry 454 

that recommended such powers would assist with signalling the severity of a crisis and making actions more 455 

transparent5 (Political authority). The national government sought to re-focus attention on resilience, adaptation 456 

and forest management rather than climate mitigation81,112, for example, by excluding the latter from the post-457 

disaster enquiry. While the long-term effects are not yet known, public anger, frustration, and trauma could create 458 

shifts in public discourse (Discourse). The post-disaster inquiry recommended various institutional changes 459 

relating exclusively to emergency response capacity, such as new advisory bodies, and a review of the role of 460 

the defence force (Institutions).  461 

 462 

 463 

Box 2: Floods in Kerala and ‘Day Zero’ drought in Chennai, India (2018-19) 464 

In 2018-19 India experienced a series of disasters that led many actors to invoke notions of climate and water 465 

emergency. The Southern state of Kerala received above-normal rainfall during the summer monsoon 2018. The 466 

“monsoon fury” was one of the worst state disasters in almost a century, killing nearly 500 people, displacing 467 

more than a million, and causing estimated economic losses of over US$3.8 billion116. Chennai, a port city with a 468 

population of over eight million, experienced an acute water crisis in 2019, triggering discussion of a ‘day zero’ 469 

declaration among city officials117. Some short-term institutional changes at different levels of governance 470 

emerged, but the disasters did not motivate long-term structural changes.     471 

 472 

In both cases, ill-planned development (e.g. infrastructure in ecologically fragile areas), violation of laws and 473 

regulations, inadequate emergency preparedness, and poor natural resource management exacerbated the 474 

impacts of climate change118. For instance, in Chennai, social disparity in water access and unplanned 475 
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urbanisation shaped the severity of the ‘Day Zero’ crisis. Hence, governance failure is commonly blamed for 476 

disasters in India.  477 

 478 

The dynamics giving rise to emergency frames were short-lived and quickly led to normalisation– what used to 479 

be extreme was soon considered the ‘new normal’. In both cases, a climate emergency was invoked, particularly 480 

by student-led groups, but other narratives gained more traction (Discourse). Both emergencies highlighted the 481 

lack of preparedness of government agencies, even in providing early warning to citizens. They also revealed 482 

actors taking on new roles, such as fishermen acting as ‘first responders’119 (Empowerment). While these events 483 

created opportunities for greater involvement of citizen groups and civil society organisations, the response 484 

focused on technocratic solutions which reinforced existing governance gaps and social inequalities 485 

(Disempowerment). Narratives have shifted as these and other disasters cumulatively encouraged scientists and 486 

authorities to recognise climate change as a potential cause for annual flooding events116. Yet, despite several 487 

changes (e.g. strengthening water policy and state-level disaster management authority), emergency frames 488 

have not yet ushered in major reform. The Indian government is reluctant to adopt climate emergency 489 

declarations or net-zero emissions targets due to a paucity of technology and finance (Institutions).  490 

 491 

 492 

Box 3: Climate emergency declarations by governments and civil society 493 

Responding to campaigns of environmental movements, the city of Darebin (Australia) became the first local 494 

government in the world to declare a climate emergency in 2016. Other local governments emulated the move 495 

throughout 2017. In 2018, the trend gained momentum through the release of the IPCC’s Special Report on 496 

1.5°C and the first wave of school student strikes for climate action (Fridays For Future). By 2019, over 1500 497 

climate emergency declarations had been adopted by governments and jurisdictions in 29 countries. The majority 498 

were issued by local governments, mostly in English-speaking countries in the Global North.  499 

 500 

Climate emergency declarations reflect a logic of emergency-as-strategy, but sometimes invoke experienced or 501 

expected impacts (e.g. the declaration by The Maldives in response to existential threat). Yet, the effects so far 502 

are less spectacular than activists had imagined. They appear to have increased awareness and potentially 503 

increased belief in political activism60 (Engagement). School strikes have strengthened the voice and moral 504 

authority of young people, evidenced through Greta Thunberg speaking at major political gatherings (e.g. 505 

UNFCCC, Davos). The long-term effects remain unclear, but the rise of the youth movement has changed the 506 

political landscape and discourse (Empowerment), possibly weakening the voice of climate sceptics 507 

(Disempowerment). The declarations imply action within existing rules (e.g. policy-making processes, 508 
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constitutions) and, so far, do not show evidence of authoritarian politics. In many cases they emerged from 509 

negotiations between grassroots movements, elected officials, and even individuals85 (Political authority). Climate 510 

emergency declarations strongly reinforce science-based, pro-action discourses (Discourses). Yet, in 511 

municipalities and national governments, they point to incremental rather than transformative action agendas85. 512 

They appear to reiterate previous policy positions (Institutions). Very few declarations have been accompanied 513 

by new steering mechanisms (e.g. plans and targets, participatory procedures, new administrative bodies), and 514 

allocation of resources85. However, the declarations may build solidarity at multiple levels of governance and 515 

demonstrate the possibilities of collaboration. There may also be indirect effects, such as the Fridays For Future 516 

movement increasing the ambition of the European Green Deal, although further assessments are needed to 517 

establish causal links between advocacy and ambition.  518 

 519 

 520 

Implications and next steps 521 

It is clear that emergency frames can have diverse effects in sustainability science and politics. It also 522 

seems likely that the use of emergency frames will persist given growing disruption of the earth 523 

system and public demand for ambitious action on issues such as climate change and biodiversity. 524 

This paper provides a foundation for future work to systematically examine the political effects of 525 

emergency frames, and builds a shared vocabulary for comparative analysis.  526 

 527 

The question of whether emergency frames enhance or reduce prospects for mobilising ambitious 528 

action defies straightforward answer. Evidence is ambiguous and sometimes conflicting, and different 529 

combinations of effects may occur in different contexts. Our illustrative cases (Table 1, Boxes 1-3) 530 

provide at best limited evidence that emergency frames lead to new forms of ambitious and/or 531 

transformative action in the short-term. Although this does not mean that indirect or longer-term 532 

effects (e.g. enduring shifts in discourse or institutional change) will not occur. Over time, emergency 533 

frames could generate new discourses that draw attention to irreversible consequences of inaction 534 

and existential imperatives for action, or at least increase public awareness. Yet, emergency frames 535 

could legitimate new repertoires of action not intended by proponents, such as 536 

geoengineering86,109,110. Deployment of emergency frames also risks triggering exclusionary 537 

responses due to prioritisation of urgency over deliberation. Current literature shows concerns over 538 

technocratic forms of knowledge and decision-making that run counter to calls to pluralise knowledge 539 
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and action in response to diverse social, ecological, and political concerns53. Long-term mobilisation 540 

for issues such as climate change and biodiversity loss (e.g. ‘long emergencies’100) begs the question 541 

of how long emergency frames can be credibly and meaningfully sustained.  542 

 543 

A key next step is to look in depth within specific bodies of literature (e.g. disciplines covered here, as 544 

well as particular fields such as disaster/crisis management and securitisation) to draw out further 545 

conceptual and comparative insights. In doing so, it will be important to return to a broad view of 546 

multiple political effects as highlighted in Figure 1. Another next step is to systematically review each 547 

of the five dimensions of the typology. Current evidence is diverse, patchy, and sometimes 548 

contradictory. Our focus here has been on a first interdisciplinary synthesis of evidence to identify 549 

points of agreement/disagreement and map the overall contours of the problem. Systematic evidence 550 

assessment within each effect dimension would be a valuable next step to generate hypotheses and 551 

identify scope conditions that can help to disentangle this complex picture.  552 

 553 

Emergency frames are both an empirical claim about the world and a political intervention. As a 554 

strategy for generating collective action, this approach is complicated by existing ideas and practices 555 

connected to the notion of emergency, even though declarations of emergency by nonstate actors 556 

may seek a new type of emergency politics that foregrounds ethical concerns. Commonly, emergency 557 

frames initiated by governments have an uncomfortable relationship to governing practices which 558 

have historically been used to exercise transgression of liberties, and even violence and oppression. 559 

Newer emergency frames advocated by civil society have come to be seen as a tool of political 560 

struggle towards sustainability and justice. Scholars frequently view government-initiated emergency 561 

with caution or even cynicism, but emergencies called by civil society challenge us to think about 562 

emergency in a new light, potentially even re-theorising the very notion as a potential tool of 563 

emancipation within a longer-term perspective of societal transformations.  564 

 565 

Scholars, policymakers, and civil society should not be too quick to embrace nor discard emergency 566 

frames, as they may have different implications depending on time frame and context (Box 4). Some 567 

contexts may be able to absorb the risk of adverse consequences (e.g. robust democracies) whereas 568 

others may be less well-placed to do so48 (e.g. those with authoritarian tendencies or strong political 569 
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polarisation). In the strategic deployment of emergency frames, there is a delicate balance between 570 

maintaining discomfort, but not overwhelming people and decision-makers. Such productive friction 571 

probably requires balancing critical calls for radical change with concrete (even if imperfect) actions, 572 

and positive or hopeful messages side-by-side. This balance will of course be challenging to navigate, 573 

will differ across societies, and will continuously evolve. Within this mix, emergency frames may have 574 

a key, but likely only partial, role to play – relying entirely on emergency frames to motivate collective 575 

sustainability action may risk seizing up the gears of society and politics rather than lubricating them.  576 

 577 

Box 4: Practical implications of emergency frames for sustainability governance 578 

1. Emergency frames do not necessarily overcome the challenges of stimulating ambitious action 579 

in the near-term, but they may have an important role in longer-term political struggles over 580 

sustainability issues. If near-term action is the goal, then other strategies may be more effective that 581 

are less at risk of pushback, polarisation, and unintended consequences. Paradoxically, emergency 582 

frames may enable more radical changes in the future due to enduring changes in discourse.  583 

2. Whether emergency frames ‘should’ be a part of sustainability science and policy is an open 584 

question, which to some extent depends on underlying views about the role of process versus 585 

outcome in sustainability governance. Those who value a process-focused approach may be put off 586 

by emergency frames regardless of how they are mobilised and emphasise adverse consequences. 587 

Yet, those focused on climate outcomes may be more comfortable with emergency frames despite the 588 

risk of adverse consequences, viewing this as a necessary political concession.  589 

3. Increasing occurrences of emergency-as-reaction (e.g. floods, droughts, wildfires) in coming 590 

years may reinforce the legitimacy of emergency-as-strategy due to upheaval. Increasing 591 

experiences of emergency-as-reaction and increasing deployment of emergency-as-strategy (e.g. new 592 

types or bundles of emergency), may lead to broad-based legitimacy for deliberate radical changes in 593 

society. However, risks are likely to remain.  594 

4. Ethical concerns (e.g. equity, justice) must remain at the heart of emergency frames, both to 595 

stave off misuses (e.g. power grabs, erosion of rights) and to proactively address concerns of 596 

those who may be wary of emergency frames. This is especially important for emergency-as-strategy 597 

which is forward-looking and essentially seeks to stimulate a critical juncture, which may open up 598 

moments of co-optation risk.  599 

5. Accounting for the complex effects of emergency frames requires attention to context. The five 600 

dimensions identified in this paper are closely tied to specific contexts (e.g. social, political, 601 

geographical, historical), suggesting that context has a key mediating role in understanding the effects 602 
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of emergency frames. A research agenda on the comparative study of emergency frames and their 603 

effects in sustainability across contexts and policy domains is needed. The typology in this paper 604 

provides a foundation for such endeavour.  605 

 606 

 607 

 608 
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review.  
Field No. articles Proportion 

environmental 
sustainability 
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general 20 17% 

disaster and crisis 15 13% 

COVID-19 7 6% 

security 6 5% 
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health 3 3% 

N/A 4 - 
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Supplementary Table 4 | Profile of types of 
articles in this review.  
Type of article No. articles Proportion 

speculative 57 50% 

empirical 33 29% 

synthesis 25 22% 

other 0 0% 

N/A 4  - 

Total: 119 
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