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A B S T R A C T   

Nature-based solutions (NbS) are gaining traction in high-level, decision-making arenas as a response to global 
policy challenges. Claiming to be transformative and pluralistic, NbS aim to resolve societal problems through a 
focus on nature, which is understood to be a benign ally. This uncritical framing of nature may have unintended 
and inequitable consequences that undermine the emancipatory potential of NbS. 

In this paper, we highlight the need to pay attention to epistemic and power dimensions that tend to be 
hidden in NbS. We assume that nature is neither passive nor external to human society, but is instead expressed 
in frames (reifying modes of expression) that reflect both knowledge and power in social encounters where NbS 
are used. Drawing upon five cases, we analyse how particular ways of framing nature express and reinforce the 
power relations that structure people’s interactions. Each of the five cases relies on a nature-based frame to 
produce knowledge on climate adaptation, peacebuilding and justice. 

The analysis reveals how frames of nature are enacted in particular contexts, and how this conditions the 
potential for societal transformation towards sustainability and pluralistic knowledge. We demonstrate how 
frames of nature can constrain or enable opportunities for various groups to respond to environmental change. 
We discuss how the NbS paradigm might better incorporate diverse, situated knowledge and subjectivities, and 
conclude that this will require a more critical evaluation of NbS practice and research.   

1. Introduction 

Societies must respond to several, interlinked crises: climate change, 
biodiversity loss and inequality. In this context, encouraging multiple 
ways of relating to nature is seen as a key to transformation. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services Global 
Assessment (IPBES, 2019; Lam et al., 2020) highlights the role of 
epistemic (i.e., knowledge-related) pluralism, and recognises that 
knowledge can be validly conceptualised in different ways (cf.  
Nightingale, 2016). Although there is growing evidence that pluralism 
plays a critical role in transformative responses to sustainability chal-
lenges (Nightingale et al., 2019; Stålhammar and Pedersen, 2017; 
Tengö et al., 2014, 2017) the links remain unclear, notably their non- 
material dimensions (Brink and Wamsler, 2018). Hence, we make two 
observations. 

First, social transformation is increasingly discussed in the context 
of nature-based solutions (NbS). The latter are defined as interventions 
that use ecosystems as part of a broader, societal response to environ-
mental change (Doswald et al., 2014; Fischer et al., 2015; Seddon, et al., 
2016; Woroniecki, 2019). There are claims that NbS can contribute to 
transformative social change (Faivre et al., 2017; IPBES, 2019) and 
facilitate pluralism (Mercer et al., 2012; 8; Kabisch et al., 2016; Groulx 
et al., 2017). However, it is unclear exactly how they can bring about 
such a change, as little is known about the processes underlying their 
design, implementation and evaluation (Kabisch et al., 2016; Nalau 
et al., 2018b; Woroniecki et al., 2019). 

Second, the IPBES Global Assessment highlights the role of em-
powering historically marginalised groups in, and through such trans-
formations (IPBES, 2019; Remling, 2019; Thoni, 2019). This matters, 
because some groups bear the brunt of costs and trade-offs associated 
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with official, institutional and socio-technical responses to environ-
mental change (Bisaro and Hinkel, 2016; Lehmann, et al., 2018; 
Sovacool and Brisbois, 2019). Although theoretical and empirical evi-
dence suggests that NbS may, in principle, enable empowerment, the 
same studies show that outcomes are not automatic and, at present, 
appear to be limited (Woroniecki et al., 2019). In the local context, 
processes are shaped by contentious political decisions, subjectivities 
(i.e., the diverse dispositions of specific actors owing to their embedd-
edness in unequal relations of power), and diverse and situated (en-
vironmental) knowledge. The latter refers to knowledge and experience 
that people gain from living and working within ecosystems; it is not 
abstract and universal, but specific and relational (Eriksen et al., 2015; 
Kabeer, 1999; Manuel-Navarrete and Pelling, 2015). However, such 
intangible expressions tend to be underrepresented in the biosphere- 
based understanding of sustainability that forms the theoretical foun-
dations of NbS (Boonstra, 2016; Fischer et al., 2015; Kadykalo et al., 
2019; Karpouzoglou et al., 2019; Schill et al., 2019). Consequently, 
further attention to social science and other forms of knowledge could 
help ensure NbS are effective, equitable and sustainable. 

At the same time, various disciplines acknowledge that social 
transformation unfolds within a complex network of power relations 
(Avelino and Wittmayer, 2016; Scoones et al., 2015). A notable ex-
ample is feminist political ecology, which is increasingly oriented to-
wards post-structuralism. Research is attuned to the role of non-mate-
rialist dimensions of power, including epistemic relations and 
subjectivity, which are thought to influence the complex encounters 
and daily practices that occur around nature (Bee, 2013; Elmhirst, 
2015; Harcourt and Nelson, 2015; Nightingale, 2011). Based on these 
insights, we argue that the (uncritical) recognition of pluralism that 
occurs in or through NbS research and practice is unlikely to be suffi-
cient to transform society towards sustainability. Moreover, we suggest 

that various elements of NbS are systematically unaccounted for in 
current debates, and require greater scrutiny. We therefore draw upon 
the analytical devices of frames and framing to examine links between 
power and knowledge. Specifically, we explore research that relies on 
nature-based frames to produce knowledge about the societal im-
peratives of climate adaptation, peacebuilding and justice. 

The concept of frames, and its application to the production of so-
cioenvironmental knowledge, requires some explanation. We suggest 
that different frames of nature are implicit within the discourse that 
crosses the boundary between science and practice. Concepts and as-
sumptions that are used in NbS research (and sustainability science 
more broadly) are likely to shape the interactions between diverse so-
cial groups (Butler, 2001; Castree and Braun, 2001; Escobar, 1999, 
2006; Fairclough, 2013; Lakoff, 2010; Remling, 2019; Taylor, 2016). 
Omnipresent power imbalances within social relations shape the ways 
that knowledge held by marginalised groups is incorporated (or not) 
into transformations framed in relation to nature (Brink and Wamsler, 
2018; Nalau et al., 2018). Frames are understood as reifying (i.e., form- 
giving) modes of expression (Elias, 1970; Jerneck and Olsson, 2011). A 
frame is a necessarily partial view of a complex reality, engendered by 
language (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003; Taylor, 2012). Partiality is en-
acted; it is not simply used in independent descriptions of external 
reality, but expressed, performed and brought into being through the 
act of framing (Bosomworth, 2015; Butler, 2010). Frames affect how we 
think, speak and behave in order to influence this reality (Butler, 2010; 
Fairclough, 2013; Lakoff and Johnson, 2003; Long, 2001). They have, 
therefore, become an increasingly influential point of departure for 
sustainability research and practice (Lele et al., 2013; Preiser et al., 
2017; Scoones et al., 2015). An analysis of how frames of nature are 
enacted can highlight blind spots in NbS (Brink and Wamsler, 2018; 
Lele et al., 2018; Woroniecki, 2019). 

Table 1 
A comparison of the attributes of three research agendas that use frames of nature in efforts to understand and inform social change.        

Approach Premises and fundamental 
concepts 

Role assigned to nature Responses Scale of focus References  

Ecosystem-based 
Adaptation (EbA) 

Biodiversity and ecosystem 
services can help people adapt 
to the adverse effects of 
climate change. Founded on 
the notion of the universal, 
biophysical dependence of 
people on Earth’s life support 
systems. Ecosystem services 
are “the conditions and 
processes through which 
natural ecosystems sustain and 
fulfil human life” (Daily and 
Gretchen, 1997). 

Nature is a protective force 
that buffers against climate- 
change related harm. EbA 
conceptualises nature in terms 
of ecosystem services. The 
structures, functions and 
processes of natural systems 
reduce vulnerability to climate 
change-related hazards, or 
contribute to people’s adaptive 
capacity. 

Responses to climate change 
centre on the management, 
conservation and restoration 
of ecosystems to ensure or 
enhance their benefits for 
society. 

Often local to regional, 
matching the scale of 
ecosystems, or vulnerable 
communities. 

Brink et al. 
(2016), 
Woroniecki et al. 
(2019), Fischer 
et al. (2015) 

Environmental 
Peacebuilding (EPB) 

Based on cooperation over 
natural resources, which can 
help mitigate, resolve and 
prevent armed conflicts. 
Central concepts include 
natural resources, resource 
management, security, conflict 
and development. 

Focus on material natural 
resources, which are often at 
the root of conflicts. Less focus 
on the intangible role of nature 
for people’s wellbeing (e.g., 
spiritual values or cultural 
identity). 

Fostering cooperation over 
access to and control over 
resources that may be a source 
of armed conflicts between 
social groups or states. Nature 
can also be a unifying 
platform for preventing and 
resolving conflicts. 

Depends on the social and 
ecological scale of the conflict. 
Conflicts may arise over rivers 
(hydropower for electricity 
generation), minerals 
(economic income), strategic 
mobile resources (fishing as a 
source of income and food) at 
different geographical and 
administrative levels. 

Conca and 
Wallace (2009), 
Krause (2020), 
Ogden (2018) 

Environmental Justice 
(EJ) 

Scholarship is founded on the 
links between justice and the 
environment, for example, the 
distribution of environmental 
benefits and burdens. People’s 
demands and their claim to 
livelihoods, traditional values, 
identities, full participatory 
democratic rights, resources 
and access to nature need to be 
respected. 

Varies within a diverse 
research community. Some 
scholars note the indivisibility 
of nature and human societies; 
others do not, with 
implications for the role of 
nature. EJ recognises that 
worldviews are always based 
on specific, socially-contingent 
knowledge construction. 

Action is taken to address 
injustices on humans and their 
livelihoods created by 
extractivism, pollution, 
resource grabbing, climate 
change, and loss of 
biodiversity. 

The scale may vary since the 
concept does not have a scale 
specificity. However, 
empirically, researchers tend 
to emphasise a bottom-up 
approach and the local 
character of struggles for 
justice. 

Martinez-Alier 
(2012), 
Schlosberg 
(2007), Temper 
et al. (2015) 
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In this paper, we focus on how frames of nature are expressed and 
enacted in particular socio-natural contexts. We examine three research 
agendas that use frames of nature in efforts to understand and inform 
social change: ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA), environmental 
peacebuilding (EPB) and environmental justice (EJ). Drawing upon five 
case studies, we show how dominant frames tend to rule out not only 
other frames, but also other ways of knowing and relating to nature. We 
analyse interactions between different actors and examine the effects 
when diverse knowledge and subjectivities interact (Adger et al., 2001; 
Brown, 2015; Escobar, 1999, 2006). Based on a reflexive comparative 
analysis, we hereby illustrate how the enaction of frames of nature 
structures opportunities for empowerment. 

In the following section, we outline the theoretical framework used 
to examine the five cases. This is based on a review of scholarship on 
the ways that power circulates through frames, knowledge and sub-
jectivities. Then, we present the methods we use to identify frames, and 
demonstrate their effects. Next, we describe our findings for each case, 
and discuss and compare them in the context of the literature. Finally, 
we conclude with suggestions for further research and policy re-
commendations. 

2. Theoretical framework 

As demonstrated in Table 1, each of the three approaches has a 
distinct agenda highly relevant to the study of frames of nature. EbA, 
EPB and EJ diverge as a function of their fundamental premise, the role 
of nature, the response and the scale. Each field has a distinct agenda, 
while all three are used to produce knowledge within broader, social- 
ecological contexts. 

We begin with the assumption that knowledge and knowledge 
production are the product of power relations that influence the frame 
that defines nature. Demeritt (2002) among others (e.g., Mühlbacher, 
2020) shows that what has been viewed as ‘natural’ is, in fact, often 
mediated by specific cultural and social concepts. These concepts, when 
studied more closely, reveal the prefiguring effects of power in ev-
eryday scientific or philosophical language (Butler, 2010; Fairclough, 
2013; Long, 2001; Taylor, 2016). Feminist political ecology highlights 
that the dominant environmental discourse tends to stereotype mar-
ginalised groups; for example, women are seen as passive, dependent 
victims of environmental change (Boyd et al., 2014; Brown, 2015; 
Elmhirst, 2015). Limiting the ways that such misrecognition might be 
addressed through environmental research is that the discursive di-
mension of power relations is rarely recognised (Allan, 2017; Eriksen 
et al., 2015; Law and Urry, 2004; Thoni, 2019; Tschakert et al., 2016). 

The deductive dimension of our analytical framework relies on the 
following three postulates: 1) there is an inseparable link between 
epistemic (i.e., knowledge-related) relations and power relations; 2) 
frames of nature shape knowledge production and epistemic social re-
lations; and 3) both knowledge and frames of nature are important in 
the social contexts in which subjectivities are (co)constituted. We apply 
these postulates in order to examine how the cases that use frames of 
nature in efforts to understand and inform social change engender, and 
unwittingly enact, power relations in the social context. 

2.1. Knowledge production is inseparable from power relations 

Power influences the processes by which knowledge is produced. 
We adopt a Foucauldian approach, which stipulates that power is 
constituted through accepted forms of knowledge, scientific under-
standing and ‘truth’ (Foucault, 1980). The production of truth influ-
ences how we understand the world (Jasanoff and Martello, 2004). In 
the epistemic arena, power shapes what is seen as expert, authoritative 
knowledge, how knowledge should be produced, and what constitutes 
the basic elements of reality that underpin such knowledge (ontology). 
Indigenous, feminist, queer and post-colonial scholarship questions the 
very basis of claims about epistemology and ontology, based on the 

power relations that shape knowledge production, and the interface 
between different actors’ ways of knowing (Escobar, 2006; Valdivia, 
2009; Blaser, 2014; Lele et al., 2018; Nalau et al., 2018; 
Muehlbacher,2020). 

2.2. Environmental knowledge production invokes frames of nature 

How we define nature unavoidably shapes and modifies our 
thoughts (episteme) and actions (practice) in relation to that nature 
(Castree and Braun, 2001; De La Cadena, 2010; Labban, 2015; 
Nightingale, 2011). Feminist political ecologists, amongst others, show 
that whilst environmental problems and solutions have become aca-
demic, political, economic and everyday topics, the way that we come 
to know such problems and solutions is formed in social contexts, which 
are, in turn, shaped by frames and power relations (Bee, 2013; Eriksen 
et al., 2015; Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014; Macgregor, 2009; Nightingale, 
2017). 

It is through frames that we learn, discuss and gain new knowledge 
about nature, which is then materialised in practices and institutions 
(Nightingale, 2003; Van der Molen, 2018; Guthman and Mansfield, 
2015; Lakoff, 2010; Lele et al., 2018). An example is the concept of 
ecosystem services, used in forerunners to the IPBES process (Kadykalo 
et al., 2019). One reason for the shift from ecosystem services to the 
‘nature’s contributions to framework is that the latter is said to be more 
inclusive, as it does not reify a particular perspective on nature, but 
accepts pluralism and diverse perspectives (Díaz et al., 2018; Schröter 
et al., 2014). 

Many social theorists have noted the role of language, discourse and 
concepts in structuring experience and social life (Stevenson et al., 
2012; Taylor, 2012; Wittgenstein and Philipp, 1990). Frames go beyond 
language; they structure experience and, thus, action (Fairclough, 2013; 
Long, 2001). Their function stems from the way that language is used to 
focus attention on particular aspects of reality, at the expense of others 
(Butler, 2010; Fairclough, 2013; Lakoff and Johnson, 2003). They are 
expressed in the partiality of a given discourse, amidst the possibility 
that it could be otherwise (Butler, 2001). Our work builds on recent 
studies by Allan (2017) and Thoni (2019), who show that frames have 
consequences; they shape dominant power relations and condition 
opportunities for empowerment and resistance. 

2.3. The way that power and knowledge interact through frames (of nature) 
shapes people’s subjectivities 

Feminist epistemology seeks to make power-laden frames visible; 
the aim is to reveal underlying power relations and to shape the po-
tential for the empowerment of marginalised groups (Butler, 2010; 
Velicu and García-López, 2018). For instance, environmental frames are 
co-constituted with subjectivities such as gender, class, race and sexual 
orientation (Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014). 

Research constructs reifying modes of expression through the use of 
certain terms, concepts, methods and ways of knowing that are often 
based on western ontologies and epistemologies (de Matos-Ala, 2018; 
McDonnell, 2014; Petheram et al., 2010; Reddekop, 2014). An illus-
tration of this is the longstanding trope of the passive, female, rural 
peasant in development and environment thinking (Escobar, 1995; 
Kabeer, 1994). Such expressions may undermine efforts to establish 
alternatives, as these constraining forms of power become established 
practice. Frames reify such modes of expression and give the impression 
that an abstract idea is more of a concrete reality than it really is. 

Thus, we examine how environmental subjectivities emerge within 
asymmetric social relations and construct a framework to analyse these 
dynamics in our own research cases (after Tsing, 2015; Barad, 2007). In 
sum, we trace how power circulates between knowledge, frames and 
subjectivities (Fig. 1). 
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3. Method 

We examine five case studies that the authors of this paper were 
involved in. In other words, what we describe here is a reflection on our 
own, and each other’s work. 

We use an exploratory, self-reflexive method to identify the three 
categories of analysis (knowledge, frames, subjectivity) and compare 
the five studies using discourse analysis. This method can identify how 
nature is framed, the effect on knowledge construction and, conse-
quently, power relations, even when frames are implicit. 

The method was divided into the following five stages:  

1. Identification of studies.  
2. First workshop to co-design the review protocol.  
3. First round of analysis (deductive coding).  
4. Second workshop to review data and discuss emergent findings.  
5. Second round of analysis (inductive coding). 

These stages were accompanied by an ongoing literature review and 
discussion. If necessary, steps were repeated, representing a form of 
retroductive coding (Remling, 2019). Following Brink et al. (2017), all 
members of the team carried out parts of the research, before the 
findings were synthesised and analysed by the lead author. 

3.1. Stage 1: Identification of case studies 

Our aim was to obtain a diverse sample of NbS approaches, in terms 
of concepts, geographies, governance scales, timescales and actors. The 
selected studies are also diverse in terms of an urban or rural, North or 
South focus, the social order, the researcher’s embeddedness and their 
background. The selected cases represent diverse accounts of climate 
adaptation, peacebuilding and justice. Nevertheless, each relies on a 
nature-based frame to produce knowledge. Fig. 2 shows a typology of 
cases; notably, the type of approach (y axis) and the researcher’s em-
beddedness (x axis). In many cases, these characteristics emerged from 
a comparison of the studies (see Stage 5). 

3.2. Stage 2: Review protocol 

We developed a review protocol to compare the five studies. Based 
on contributions from each author, we created a set of prompts to allow 
us to (re-)characterise each study and research design. This included 
questions such as “What is this supposed to be a case of?”, “What happens 
as the case unfolds (in terms of practice, performance, process)?” and “How 
do particular subjects situate themselves and make themselves known?” The 
protocol thus revealed the choices that had been made by the re-
searcher to highlight certain aspects of the case. 

3.3. Stages 3 and 4: Deductive coding and discussion 

The first round of analysis began with each researcher answering 
the questions from the review protocol, highlighting uncertainties and 
the meaning of particular questions in the context of their own work. 
These responses were then collated into a table. To ensure consistency, 
the same researcher applied the deductive analytical framework. The 
aim was to code the data in terms of frames of nature; notably how data 
was framed by different actors, what frames occurred in conjunction 
with, and any processes that appeared to represent social differences 
and marginalisation. The analysis was then shared with all authors, and 
discussed in a workshop. 

3.4. Stage 5: Inductive coding 

The second phase of the analysis consisted of inductive coding. 
Here, we followed Barad’s methodology of “reading one text through 
another”, which we operationalised as comparing and contrasting each 
other’s studies (Barad, 2007). This approach was expected to reveal the 
role of implicit frames. 

The process identified instances of a particular frame of nature, and 
analysed their appearance with other expressions of power, notably 
knowledge politics and subjectivities. We also analysed relationships 
between the major groups of stakeholders. For instance, using the EJ 
lens, we tried to locate where conflict emerged in conjunction with 
nature. Drawing from Talja (1999) and Fairclough (2013), we identi-
fied the implications of these frames, with a focus on knowledge (who is 
said to have expert, or ‘valid’ knowledge; how such knowledge is con-
structed and legitimised) and subjectivities, notably how frames of 
nature link to notions of people, property and economy (Escobar, 
2006). 

4. Findings 

We organise our findings as a function of knowledge production, 
frames of nature and subjectivities. Our analysis shows how specific 
frames of nature emanate from, and reinforce, specific power relations 
in different contexts and research paradigms, and how the actors in-
volved in a case are cast in different roles, for example, as victims, 
social movements or communities. Table 2 provides an overview. 

4.1. Case 1 – Interactive urban governance for EbA in Sweden 

4.1.1. Knowledge 
This case study aimed to capture the changing governance context 

for ecosystem management and climate adaptation. The Skåne region in 
Sweden is at risk from climate impacts such as sea level rise and flash 
flooding. These vulnerabilities are compounded by urbanisation, which 
contributes to degrade the local ecology. Municipal actors must colla-
borate with others, notably citizens and researchers, to access knowl-
edge and other resources. 

The study focused on adaptation-related interactions between citi-
zens and municipalities. Interactions were mapped based on an analysis 
of official documents and local media coverage of hazards and adap-
tation, and interviews and participatory observation with associated 

Fig. 1. Heuristic model that shows how power circulates between frames (of 
nature), knowledge and subjectivities, based on cases that use a dominant 
frame of nature to produce knowledge about nature-based actions to address 
societal challenges. 
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citizens and civil servants. Knowledges represented were lay and ex-
periential knowledge (citizens), expert local knowledge (civil servants), 
and internationally-oriented expertise (researchers). The latter group 
engaged with citizens and civil servants in order to frame the problem, 
and discuss the preliminary findings. Interactions were shaped by the 
sectorisation of Swedish municipalities, which is driven by different 
expert specialisations and educational disciplines. 

The study found that the term ‘EbA’ was rarely used by civil servants 
or citizens. Civil servants, working in different sectors, were more likely 
to focus on either ecosystem services or climate adaptation. To over-
come this problem, and address calls for the integration of knowledge, 
researchers consciously introduced the EbA concept into their interac-
tions. The aim was to position EbA in the broader framework of urban 
adaptation and sectoral work (Brink et al., 2016). 

Early scholarship on EbA often examined rural areas in developing 
countries. It focused on participation, and the generation of knowledge 
through interactions between researchers, practitioners and society 
(Brink et al., 2016). This contrasts with the practices of Swedish mu-
nicipalities, where the EbA perspective highlighted the often-neglected 
role of ecology and conservation in adaptation, but left little room for 
citizen participation. 

The study found that adaptation practice and risk communication 
rarely focused on vulnerable groups, marginalised neighbourhoods or 
other, situational conditions. In fact, vulnerability was often seen as 
limited to elderly people and excess heat. It is instructive to compare 
the situation in Seved with Augustenborg, as these neighbouring com-
munities in Malmö municipality have a shared history of pluvial 
flooding and marginalisation. Augustenborg was the location for the 
country’s adaptation flagship, the Eco-City Augustenborg project. NbS 
and open stormwater structures were implemented through close citi-
zen–municipality collaboration in the 1990s, which contributed to re-
ducing vulnerability to flooding. Seved was not included in the project, 
partly due to different institutional and geographical conditions such as 
a lack of external funding, closed courtyards and mostly private land-
lords. Many tenants in Seved lacked formal rental agreements and were 

under-educated; they were afraid to protest and did not know their 
rights. Such social inequalities exacerbated climate vulnerabilities. 
Although the municipality took measures against rogue property 
managers, they failed to connect these forms of marginalisation to their 
adaptation work. 

This separation was symptomatic of the study’s finding that adap-
tation interactions often took place outside formal processes, and in-
volved as much contestation as collaboration. Citizens used their 
knowledge and skills to resist development that they perceived as 
problematic, while this form of engagement could both support and 
counter municipal adaptation processes. For instance, affected citizens 
hired a private stormwater consultant to challenge the municipal in-
vestigation after a major flood event in Malmö in 2014. In Lomma, 
citizens opposed the construction of a protective seawall, claiming it 
would affect property values. These events can be contrasted with the 
adaptation literature at the time, which advocated citizen participation 
in climate adaptation, based on terms such as ‘collaboration’ and ‘co- 
production’. In practice, however, the processes identified by re-
searchers were not just collaborative, and were rarely framed as 
adaptation (let alone as EbA) by the municipality. The narrow view of 
adaptation meant that civil servants, in their various interactions with 
researchers, often dismissed the measures taken by citizens to protect 
themselves (such as self-built structures or neighbourhood mobilisa-
tion) as short-sighted, counter-productive or not part of adaptation. In 
other words, citizen’s efforts were invisible in these discussions. 

4.1.2. Frames of nature 
Nature and biodiversity were framed as a protective force that could 

buffer against the impacts of climate change, such as floods or sea level 
rise (see Table 1). Many EbA researchers adopt this material/ realist 
frame. While vulnerability was a key aspect of the theoretical frame-
work, the decision to use local newspapers and official documents to 
identify cases, and letting civil servants’ interest in ecosystem services 
set the agenda, meant that the study tended to overlook vulnerable 
groups and social aspects of adaptation. 

Fig. 2. Typology of cases according to the type of approach studied (y axis) and the researcher’s relative embeddedness in the case (x axis).  
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Furthermore, the socially-afforded ability of municipal planners to 
set the agenda affected which adaptations were prioritised. Even 
though analyses have shown that heatwaves are the deadliest climate- 
related hazard in Sweden, municipal initiatives focus on floods (thus 
also dominating the cases selected for the study). This is likely to be 
because floods cause visible, material damage – with related legal and 

economic repercussions for municipalities. In addition, floods affect 
people with more influence (e.g., those living in coastal and central 
urban areas), while the elderly and other health-impaired groups are 
more affected by heat. 

While the study attempted to reframe adaptation as more inclusive, 
it found that interactions that did influence social change did not occur 

Table 2 
Overview of findings.       

Knowledge production Dominant frame of 
nature 

Actor constellations Subjectivities Implications for empowerment and 
resistance  

Interactive urban 
governance for EbA in 
Sweden 

Nature as protection 
against climate hazards. 

Government, engineers, 
ecologists, communities and 
researchers. 

Planning and technical frames of nature 
dominated, whilst other actors had a 
different, less instrumental, perspective 
on nature. 
Elite groups employed resistance 
strategies, while the voices of 
marginalised groups remained absent. 
However, resistance strategies were 
constrained by the biophysical framing 
of hazards. 

Care is needed regarding assumptions that 
“participation” leads to “empowerment”, 
since this language could be used to transfer 
costs or responsibility for adaptation to 
citizens. 
Marginalisation in planning and 
development processes reflects a lack of 
empowerment. 
EbA frames create latent social justice 
issues; these are countered in alternative 
frames that form part of resistance 
strategies. 
Governance processes at local level can 
enable or disable citizen power. 

Contested frames of EbA in a 
pastoral context in 
Northern Kenya 

Nature as ecosystem 
services. 

Programme managers, the 
private sector, government, 
NGOs, communities and 
researchers. 

The local frame, dedha, positions locals 
at the centre of NbS and emphasises the 
importance of alternative expressions of 
agency.Concepts and approaches  
(e.g., ecosystem services and EbA) were 
expressed in academic or scientific 
language unfamiliar to local 
communities.Participatory approaches  
(e.g., participatory rural appraisals) 
have, in reality, been performed without 
meaningful community participation in 
decisions or outcomes. 

Externally-led EbA resulted in the denial of 
local knowledge and subjectivities, and 
contributed to marginalisation through the 
idea of a dependent subject. 
The use of the ecosystem frame, rather than 
place-specific frames gave more power to 
frames advanced by researchers, 
practitioners and policymakers. 
Resistance strategies were necessarily 
subtle. 

Empowerment through EbA 
interventions in Sri 
Lanka 

Nature as the provider of 
multiple benefits for 
adaptation. 

Community members (e.g., 
commercial paddy farmers, 
female gardeners), government, 
programme managers from NGOs 
and IGOs, local and international 
researchers. 

Diverse, gendered environmental 
subjectivities. For example, rice 
production was dominated by men and 
commercial interests, while female- 
coded practices of home gardening were 
marginalised. EbA interventions were 
based on external expertise, which 
exacerbated the divide between 
communities and ecologies.The 
researcher used a reflexive method to 
try to reveal how the research itself was 
biased towards a particular frame 
(empowerment) 
. 

People experience different environmental 
risks because of their diverse positions of 
power.Interventions contained embedded 
assumptions that enabled project planners 
to exercise authority and marginalise 
potential allies in the development of 
climate-resilient landscapes (notably, 
female home gardeners) 
. 

EPB in Colombia Nature as a resource in 
intra-state peace 
processes. 

IGOs/donors, UN agencies, 
activists, communities, 
practitioners, researchers. 

Nature was seen as a resource for 
development. Research and practice 
were top-down and dominated by 
powerful national and international 
actors, while local communities and 
their knowledge was absent. 
Alternative frames are emerging. 
Indigenous people and rural peasants 
have put forward their vision for a more 
collective and inclusive form of land use 
that does not undermine local interests 
and livelihoods. 

Researchers and political elites had the 
power to define and understand 
environments: this was seen as instrumental 
to economic development and part of the 
liberal peacebuilding model. The 
environment was framed in an instrumental 
way, as a natural resource that fosters 
cooperation among conflicting factions. 
However, changes to the post-peace 
agreement regarding environmental 
degradation and social injustices quickly 
encountered resistance from local 
communities, due to differences in frames of 
nature. 

EJ and river privatisation in 
Turkey 

Nature as a source of 
conflict, highlighting 
injustices. 

Government, NGOs, investors, 
communities, and the researcher. 

Plural frames of nature were created in 
tandem with subjectivities linked to 
relations of property and 
economy.Plural recursive 
representations were expressed within 
the claim-making strategies of  
actors.An 
alternative frame of nature is known as 
everyday experience. 

Whilst access to, and control over resources 
shaped struggles over rivers, the 
distribution of water resources, by itself, did 
not explain the dynamics of the 
conflict.Symbolic (discursive) 
notions of water were used by different 
actors, with very different implications for 
property rights and economic relations. The 
case revealed explicit social justice issues 
and the role of resistance strategies.    
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during formal processes. Rather they emerged from the politicisation of 
stormwater management, and citizen protests in the aftermath of ex-
treme weather events. Contrary to the materialist EbA frame, citizens 
were not only motivated to act to reduce their own material risks; in-
stead, their initiatives related to intangible connections to nature and 
place, such as gardening, concerns for ground-nesting birds, or appre-
ciating seasonal changes along a familiar footpath (Brink and Wamsler, 
2018). Finally, the study highlighted how the contestation of top-down 
technical processes can contribute to adaptation and reduce degrada-
tion of nature. A group of 500 residents in urban areas around Malmö 
resisted a municipal development that threatened to disturb a local 
Natura 2000 area, and that would have increased runoff onto their 
properties. 

4.1.3. Subjectivity 
Researchers used their position as interviewers, advisors to the 

municipality and members of local policy–science networks to em-
phasise how citizen engagement in adaptation processes is often not 
recognised by municipalities. The case showed how the ability to in-
fluence adaptation action or the fight for rights related to climate and 
disaster risk are affected by socio-economic factors such as low income, 
a lack of education and insecure tenure. These factors may constrain 
people’s opportunities to resist unwelcome developments, and their 
struggle for greater inclusion in urban EbA programmes. Researchers’ 
efforts to work with civil servants to build knowledge and capacity 
(e.g., through presenting results or providing tools and exercises) were 
often met with interest; however, officials continued to refer to in-
stitutional constraints and a limited budget for engagement with citi-
zens. 

4.2. Case 2 – contested frames of EbA in a pastoralist context in Northern 
Kenya 

4.2.1. Knowledge 
This study examined EbA through the lens of pastoralism, in parti-

cular, the epistemic perspective of communities whose lives and ex-
periences revolve around herding livestock in Northern Kenya. It was 
based on work at two sites: Merti (Isiolo county) and the Il Ng’wesi 
Maasai Group Ranch (Laikipia county). The study in Merti examined 
the role of participatory action research in the EbA–community-based 
adaptation nexus. The study at Il Ng’wesi focused on lessons learned 
and best practices regarding integrated risk management from a com-
munity-based conservation perspective. 

These cases revealed that communities embraced both indigenous 
and scientific knowledge, and that this knowledge was shared and 
practiced through peer-to-peer learning. Community resilience strate-
gies included sustainable grazing (dedha), a traditional pastoralist in-
stitution and customary practice among the Boran people dictates the 
management of livestock, pasture and water resources, and provides a 
code of conduct for the community that is relevant for adaptation. 

In contrast, the researcher observed that most formal EbA knowl-
edge was based on a researcher–practitioner narrative, driven by donor 
interests. Typically, this restricts research independence and raises 
questions about scientific validity. Moreover, the outcomes of such 
relationships often fail to reflect local perceptions or experience. Locals 
see that western science has a de facto monopoly on legitimate 
knowledge, at the expense of alternative, indigenous knowledge sys-
tems. Such power imbalances degrade knowledge generation, as they 
empower researcher–practitioner coalitions vis-à-vis indigenous actors. 

This study made a cursory attempt to integrate local, historical 
socio-ecological experience and praxis, while indigenous knowledge 
systems remained in the background. The factors that shape socio- 
ecological dynamics, people’s diverse attitudes to climatic changes, and 
the vulnerabilities of pastoral communities were significantly mis-
represented. Consequently, important coping and adaptive capacities 
inherent in people’s own socio-cultural resilience were overlooked. 

Participatory research methodologies, which are seldom used, are 
claimed to empower marginalised communities. However, in this case, 
the researcher observed that power imbalances were reinforced, as 
participation was mostly superficial and researchers were perceived as 
driving an agenda that did not reflect local priorities. 

4.2.2. Frames of nature 
The study was biased towards frames of nature in relation to 

broader concepts. This reflects the fact that, in general, research is 
carried out for the global economy for research, which partly overlaps 
with the sphere of development interventions. Overlaps between EbA 
research and (development) practice mean that efforts are made to fit 
diverse contexts into universally-accepted frames, which can hide more 
specific, local frames and knowledge. 

The frame of EbA used by researchers and practitioners in the 
Kenyan context was shaped by the assumption that well-managed 
ecosystems can enhance climate resilience, while providing multiple 
benefits to both communities and the environment. From this per-
spective, EbA actors consider that local communities need ecosystem 
governance to protect them from climate change. However, this frame 
hides the dynamics that surround complex knowledge relationships, 
and the neo-colonial contexts that are engendered in the performance of 
the frame. One example is capacity building, which draws upon com-
munity-based natural resource management for ecosystem governance, 
but gives little recognition to existing forms of governance). Although 
many indigenous governance systems were suppressed under coloni-
alism, they continue to exist. The short-term financial incentives that 
come with external interventions may be welcome, but the latter are 
inherently viewed as a further example of the subordination of in-
digenous systems to experimental, modernist approaches. 

Both the Merti and the Il Ng’wesi cases demonstrate that the poli-
tical-economic context shapes the ability of specific actors to mobilise 
frames. Governments can use their position in power relations to frame 
environmental interventions by creating policies that are coherent with 
particular geo-political interests. These policies further marginalise 
pastoral communities and exclude other frames. For instance, the al-
location of land to wildlife conservation and large-scale economic in-
vestment in counties that border the Il Ng’wesi ranch may appear to be 
sound policies with respect to conservation and economic interests, but 
they disempower pastoral communities, disrupt grazing patterns and 
fail to take account of the local epistemic perspective. 

Interactions between frames can lead to conflicting definitions and 
knowledge of environmental concepts, including EbA. For example, 
“ecosystem services” is an abstraction of everyday terms such as ‘pas-
ture’, ‘foliage’, ‘soil’ and ‘water’, but unfamiliar to those who work with 
the land. On the other hand, ecosystem services has gained currency 
among practitioners and researchers to the epistemic exclusion of local 
communities. This shapes the ensuing discourse, creating an embedded 
power imbalance. The same is true for many land management prac-
tices, such as pasture management, forest conservation, water resource 
management and wildlife conservation. 

In contrast to the top-down framing of ecosystem services, and as-
sociated notions of dependency, communities use contextually-relevant 
frames that highlight diverse forms of agency and knowledge. Such 
frames form the backbone of reliable, community strategies for mana-
ging climate uncertainty and maintaining livestock in the face of 
growing environmental risks. At Il Ng’wesi, livelihood and social life 
are inseparable, and are framed as enkutu – the oneness between the 
community and nature that is necessary for survival. Likewise, among 
the Boran community in Merti, as in most of Isiolo county, the local 
dedha frame refers to the traditional, holistic approach to livestock and 
environment management that integrates governance. These examples 
are illustrations of intricate frames that support adaptation to climate 
uncertainties, and express a more sophisticated contextual complexity 
than simplistic researcher–practitioner frames. 
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4.2.3. Subjectivity 
This study highlights the important role of researcher bias in de-

termining which actors are prioritised when evaluating the outcomes of 
EbA interventions. The development agency-driven agenda is sanc-
tioned by national bodies that are the principle authority on land and 
resources. External interests assert themselves over community inter-
ests based on pre-existing power imbalances and relations. 
Communities are only seen as beneficiaries, a frame that contributes to 
power imbalances and subjugation. 

However, this assumption is in stark contrast to the expression of 
agency demonstrated by communities themselves. For instance, the Il 
Ng’wesi community is autonomous. It manages its own resources and 
selects the best approaches, borrowing lessons, concepts and elements 
from surrounding conservation areas, ranches and organisations. At Il 
Ng’wesi, researchers focused on local, integrated risk management 
strategies within a community-based conservation context, and were 
able to shed light on often-unrecognised community strategies for 
adaptation. 

Finally, political perspectives can influence those in positions of 
authority to restrict the ability of communities to control and make 
decisions about resources and programmes; in these contexts, commu-
nity resistance can be very subtle. 

4.3. Case 3 – Empowerment through EbA interventions in Sri Lanka 

4.3.1. Knowledge 
This case study examined empowerment processes in EbA inter-

ventions that aimed to use ecological restoration to combat soil erosion, 
landslide risk and water insecurity in montane and dryland systems. 
Whilst EbA is a policy-driven field, technical knowledge stems pre-
dominantly from scholarship on ecosystem services (Nesshöver et al., 
2017), and special attention is given to the beneficial relations between 
people and ecosystems. The implication is that restoring or maintaining 
ecosystem functioning through EbA will benefit society, especially 
marginalised groups, who are seen as most dependent on nature (IPBES, 
2019). 

EbA research and practice are tightly connected. EbA research is 
tied to claims that EbA actions are sustainable, and lead to development 
and conservation outcomes that make the case for adaptation easier. A 
coalition of donors, policymakers, programme managers and re-
searchers are united in making the case for EbA as a more integrated, 
holistic alternative to mainstream approaches that can deliver multiple 
social and environmental benefits (Doswald et al., 2014; Seddon et al., 
2016). Demonstrating multiple benefits contributes to reifying the on-
tology of EbA in research and practice. 

However, claims about the social benefits of EbA are often made, 
but seldom evaluated. Consequently, this study evaluated two EbA in-
terventions in Sri Lanka, in terms of their potential to deliver social 
benefits, particularly empowering marginalised groups to reduce cli-
mate vulnerabilities. It was based on the assumption that, without ex-
ternal intervention and expertise, the social-ecological systems in 
question, notably forest catchments, would continue to degrade. 
Ecosystems, and the people whose livelihoods were bound up with 
them, were perceived as needing external support – in the form of 
ecological experts – both to produce knowledge on natural forms of 
adaptation, and to use it for the sustainable management of ecosystems. 

The study found that whilst the people who live in local commu-
nities have longstanding expertise (such as their awareness of the bio- 
remediative properties of kumbuk and neem trees), they were rarely 
deemed legitimate knowers (Woroniecki, 2019). In fact, so-called ‘le-
gitimate’ knowledge was closely associated with power relations. 

4.3.2. Frames of nature 
EbA focuses attention on how climate impacts can be buffered by 

ecosystems; however, power dynamics are rarely considered in research 
or practice (Woroniecki et al., 2019). Therefore, in this study, the 

researcher used an empowerment lens to study EbA interventions to 
combat soil erosion, landslide risk and water insecurity. The analysis 
highlighted power relations during implementation and in target 
communities, which, in turn, shed light on the potential social benefits 
of empowerment. 

The study showed that whilst EbA is claimed to be a holistic re-
sponse to interlinked crises, some of its assumptions are problematic 
when enacted. In the Sri Lankan context, the EbA frame assumed that 
elite agents (e.g., ecologists or government agencies) could manipulate 
manageable and predictable ecosystems in order to bring about specific 
benefits for certain groups (notably, women), who are otherwise 
framed as passive and vulnerable. The predictability of this relationship 
between nature, experts, and beneficiaries reduces EbA to an appar-
ently easily-controllable process that can be meaningfully managed 
experts that come from elsewhere (Thoni, 2019). 

However, other frames were possible. Project ‘beneficiaries’ had 
never seen ecosystems as separate from their society and, therefore, did 
not see how ecology could be controlled in this way. Further, they were 
actively involved in re-creating landscapes for diverse functions and 
values, including those that diverged from the intentions of project 
managers. Such findings questioned the linear, determinist approach 
adopted by EbA interventions, and helps to explain why the expected 
social benefits of EbA were not seen. Communities tended to see 
themselves as embedded in the landscape and its ecosystem, which was 
constantly being re-created (as they themselves were). Some acts of 
resistance and locally-developed climate adaptation strategies were 
seen. Alternative frames of nature were expressed when powerful, 
corrupt government officials threatened to destroy forests adjacent to 
communities. These trees were seen by officials as valuable timber, but 
their value for communities lay in their bioremediation and water 
regulation benefits. 

The empowerment lens revealed relations and dynamics that were 
hidden in the dominant frame (Woroniecki, 2019). The resolute focus 
on ecosystem services appeared to inadvertently entrench the margin-
alisation of remote communities. By making people’s relations with 
adjacent ecologies invisible, they denied the community’s priorities, 
knowledge and expression of agency, and marginalised their social- 
ecological adaptation strategies. Paying particular attention to the in-
tangible relations that articulate EbA as a research practice, the em-
powerment frame shows how the discursive power of the EbA frame 
can be transmitted between international arenas (from research and 
practice) to local realities. Standardising diverse contexts using a 
common frame (such as ecosystem services-based formulations of EbA) 
enables knowledge to be abstracted from a given place, and translated 
into evidence that can, in turn, justify policy and environmental man-
agement (Tengö et al., 2014). 

4.3.3. Subjectivity 
Ecosystem-based actions can be framed as solutions that are 

founded in particular worldviews and power relations. As such, they set 
the stage for roles, such as ‘expert’ and ‘dependent beneficiary’. By 
tracing the social-ecological relationships that surrounded interven-
tions, the study uncovered neglected expressions of agency, which were 
key to identifying instances of empowerment. For example, the com-
munity mobilised resistance to certain parts of the project and, in doing 
so, shed light on politics that were otherwise hidden. 

Certain kinds of knowledge reinforced the subjugation of rural 
women as dependent, powerless victims, and empowered external ex-
perts as legitimate brokers of EbA. Framing nature as separate from the 
human and social context empowered ecological managers, who be-
came the sole agent of ecological protection, and who alienated local 
people. This marginalised would-be allies (such as female home-gar-
deners) in efforts to protect against degradation. 

Empowerment scholarship emphasises the benefits people receive 
from nature are used as part of broader processes of acting upon and 
achieving desired choices and strategies. It also highlights how an EbA 
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intervention expresses overlapping sets of power relations that are not 
made visible in the dominant frame. In this study, empowerment op-
portunities appeared to emerge from people’s interactions with each 
other, and the landscape. When landscapes are viewed as complex in-
teractions between ecologies and people, and as an expression of his-
torical and contemporary relations of power, it becomes possible to 
gain a more detailed understanding of how the conditions needed for 
specific groups to empower themselves could emerge. However, prac-
titioners – and even some adaptation researchers – depict empower-
ment as a property of particular groups. Consequently, it can be easily 
delivered through capacity-building interventions run by programme 
managers. 

This study demonstrated the importance of understanding de-
pendency and agency dynamics, in order to understand how margin-
alised people relate to adaptation. In Sri Lanka, ecology is a key part of 
people’s adaptation strategies and livelihoods. The study shows how the 
ecological dimensions of landscapes are co-produced by different actors 
in a context of contested power relations and pooled resource man-
agement. Various groups contested and resisted the appropriation of 
ecosystems by powerful outsiders – sometimes successfully. 

The study reflects diverse environmental subjectivities, notably 
through the dominance of alternative subjectivities within landscapes. 
This can lead to contestation over what is included in an EbA project. 
Actors with different subjectivities and positions in power relations 
manoeuvred to alter the project’s aims to suit their perceptions of its 
benefits. The result was to confer privilege on (mostly male) commer-
cial rice and maize farmers, marginalise the values and practices of 
(mostly female) home gardeners and alter the restoration project. 
Project managers unintentionally reinforced the marginalisation of 
these social-ecological relations and associated subjectivities. 

4.4. Case 4 – Environmental peacebuilding and development in Colombia 

4.4.1. Knowledge 
This case builds on a global, systematic literature review (forth-

coming) and a subsequent study in Colombia (Krause, 2019) on the role 
of nature in peacebuilding. 

Environmental peacebuilding adopts a more holistic approach to 
mitigating, preventing and resolving armed conflicts, where coopera-
tion over natural resources is an important element (Ogden, 2018). 
Environmental peacebuilding looks at how armed conflicts can be 
caused by struggles over natural resources, which, in turn, are affected 
by the conflict. Thus, environmental peacebuilding claims that nature 
can positively contribute to peacebuilding, and peacebuilding can 
support more sustainable management of natural resources and the 
environment (Conca and Wallace, 2009; Ide, 2017). 

This case illustrates the perception that environmental peace-
building can be an alternative to the liberal peacebuilding model, which 
prioritises economic development. It takes the example of Colombia, 
where natural resources are often framed as instrumental to economic 
growth (DNP, 2014; McNeish, 2017a). What is at stake in environ-
mental peacebuilding processes depends on how the environment and 
nature are understood in the context of knowledge production, and the 
implementation of peacebuilding mechanisms in policies and projects. 
Crucial questions are: Who has the power to define nature? How does 
this relate to conflict and cooperation? and How are other forms of 
understanding and relating to nature compromised, when one narrative 
dominates over others? 

Armed conflicts originate for diverse reasons and involve diverse 
constellations of actors: local communities, tribal groups, armed guer-
rilla groups, criminal gangs, national governments and international 
organisations. Although conflicts often are caused by political issues, in 
many cases natural resources, for instance land or minerals, are im-
portant underlying factors (Downey et al., 2010; Le Billon, 2001; 
Rustad and Binningsbø, 2012). It is unsurprising that in post-conflict 
reconstruction and peacebuilding processes, the affected parties have 

different, and sometimes conflicting views on the role of these natural 
resources. The different understandings of nature in environmental 
peacebuilding initiatives shape, and are shaped, by power relations that 
determine how local communities and actors can engage and whether 
they are able to reconcile environmental objectives with peacebuilding. 

4.4.2. Frames of nature 
The term ‘environmental peacebuilding’ is predominantly used by 

academics. The Colombian peace agreement refers to ‘a durable and 
stable peace’, which shows that it is often governments and interna-
tional organisations who can define nature; and notably, also what is to 
be protected or exploited in the post-conflict transition. In the 
Colombian context, there has been an influx of funds from international 
donors; with some projects focused on environmental objectives and 
others on economic development. Meanwhile, the government’s current 
policy of exploiting natural resources and minerals to finance peace 
(DNP, 2014a, 2014b; Krause, 2020) does not meet environmental goals 
(Eufemia et al., 2019). Therefore, in its current form, peacebuilding 
exacerbates social conflicts and environmental degradation 
(Armenteras et al., 2018, 2019; Daniels, 2018; Ardila Sierra, 2019; 
GFW, 2019; Krause, 2019; Landholm et al., 2019; Negret et al., 2019; 
Volckhausen, 2019). 

The official frame of nature is seen in the term paz territorial (ter-
ritorial peace), which brings environmental concerns into the peace-
building process. The term reflects the government’s desire to exploit 
natural resources in remote areas that were preserved by the conflict, 
but are now are part of the economic development agenda (DNP, 2014; 
Leal and Morales, 2013; McNeish, a, 2017b). This frame does not take 
account of local frames (McNeish, 2017b), nor the cosmovision of in-
digenous peoples, who have a profoundly different relation with nature 
(Schroeder and González, 2019). As a result, conflict over the definition 
and use of environmental resources is becoming more visible and vio-
lent. 

Although environmental peacebuilding may offer a more holistic 
approach, the inherent notion of ‘natural resource management’ frames 
nature as a means to an end. The official discourse portrays nature, first 
and foremost, as a physical place (territory) that provides resources for 
economic development. In parallel, it is a place to be protected from 
human activity, in the form of national parks and conservation areas. 
This frame supports the claim that state-led management is needed to 
redress social injustices that may have initially spurred the conflict, or 
fuelled it. In practice, however, the government uses the notion of 
‘environmental management’ to channel international funds into spe-
cific projects, such as forest conservation. The latter can conflict with 
other interventions, such as programmes to eliminate coca plantations 
or the award of mining licenses, which often bypass environmental 
concerns. 

Another frame is the ‘management of nature’, used to disguise more 
contentious terms such as ‘extraction’ and ‘exploitation’. Conflicts over 
resources in Colombia are increasing, and state-led plans for large-scale 
natural resource extraction (mining, oil, etc.) to foster development are 
causing new forms of violence. Framing nature as something that can be 
managed by the state and private companies in a responsible, eco-
nomically-sustainable way serves to disguise the associated environ-
mental degradation. Thus, the management of nature frame seeks to 
downplay criticism regarding any negative environmental effects, while 
maximising positive, social effects. 

Indigenous groups, coca farmers and landless peasants are under 
mounting pressure from the government to adjust to these frames, 
which often compete with their own material needs, local realities and 
cosmovisions. Consequently, communities are beginning to use the 
environmental peacebuilding frame to highlight the plurality of ways 
that people understand nature and relate to natural resources. 
Campesinos (rural peasants and small farmers) have put forward their 
vision for a more inclusive form of land use and shared access to natural 
resources. Indigenous people have demanded the expansion of areas 
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included under collective land rights, and legally recognised indigenous 
reserves. While, in the Cauca region, commercial interests are driving 
the rapid extension of sugar cane plantations. Farming communities 
have demanded the creation of reserves (Zonas de reserva campesinas). 
The aim is to establish a collective, autonomous form of land ownership 
that would enable the community to oppose state or private develop-
ment projects enabled by the dominant environmental peace building 
frame. These local initiatives often reflect a different relationship to 
nature; it is seen as nurturing and as essential for humans to survive. 
Pachamama (Mother Earth) is seen as the universal life-giver. The no-
tion embodies co-existence with the environment and nature, and 
conservation through respect for the land and its sustainable use. 

4.4.3. Subjectivity 
In Colombia, negotiations to end the country’s armed conflict, and 

the resulting peacebuilding efforts, reflect diverse subjectivities. In the 
2016 Peace Agreement, communities are presented as objects to be 
protected, and active participants in the peacebuilding process. The 
agreement established the following goal:  

[to] achieve a sustainable society, united in diversity, founded not 
only in the cult of human rights but in mutual tolerance, in the 
protection of the environment, in respect for nature, its renewable 
and non-renewable resources and its biodiversity (Peace agreement 
signed by the Government of Colombia and the FARC, 2016).  

However, as time has passed, this goal has become more diffuse, and 
local communities risk becoming the victim of both state and non-state 
interventions. In our case, we adopted an interdisciplinary approach to 
the study of the consequences of peace for nature. The study was 
sparked by the observation that the armed conflict had protected the 
forest against legal and informal mining (Murillo-Sandoval et al., 
2020). Several frames were observed: ‘environmental peacebuilding’ 
was used mainly by academics; ‘territorial peace’ was used by the 
government; and indigenous communities used a plurality of frames. 
The study quickly revealed problems with the environmental peace-
building frame, and highlighted issues such as local resistance. Conse-
quently, the research became an opportunity to show how local com-
munities and indigenous groups define and act in relation to nature. 
Everyday acts of resistance to official projects, and the dominant dis-
course by indigenous communities and campesinos revealed these al-
ternative frames of nature. 

Colombia is culturally diverse and pluralistic. Yet, politics and po-
licies are largely determined by elite groups who see nature as instru-
mental in development and wealth generation. The struggle to raise 
awareness and demand the inclusion of other perspectives and values 
extends to many groups—indigenous peoples, NGOs and civil society. 
Alternative expressions of agency by indigenous and low-income 
groups are, however, largely missing in both research and practice. 
Recent studies tend to support the notion of communities as objects to 
be protected (i.e., as passive, dependent subjectivities), consistent with 
their victimisation in state and non-state interventions. Resistance to 
such frames is reflected in the active participation of marginalised 
groups in the peacebuilding process, through community-based orga-
nisations. 

Both actors and their frames have a significant impact on how en-
vironmental peacebuilding initiatives are implemented. The mission to 
end armed conflict is often dominated by impartial, international or-
ganisations and other nation states, who play a crucial role in mediating 
between the parties. Yet, these mediators may have a strategic interest 
in the protection of natural resources or biodiversity or, on the other 
hand, social conditions such as poverty reduction, or better health and 
education. This case shows that the inclusion of environmental pro-
tection in the peacebuilding process is closely related to current 
struggles among diverse actors. Competing frames of nature give rise to 
open protest, seen in mass public demonstrations at the end of 2019, 
and other subtle forms of resistance, such as public seminars and media 

reports on the negative environmental and social impacts of peace-
building. 

With their socially-afforded ability to define and contextualise 
nature, researchers emerge as actors who can drive the process, through 
establishing links between peacebuilding and natural resources man-
agement, and emphasising the role of nature in supporting or under-
mining peacebuilding efforts (Castro-Nunez, 2018; Krause, 2019; 
McNeish, 2017a; Ogden, 2018; Valenzuela and Caicedo, 2018). They 
can recognise expressions of resistance to environmental peacebuilding, 
uncover implicit frameworks that shape how environmental knowledge 
is created, and identify how alternative forms of knowledge are ex-
cluded. 

Environmental peacebuilding has predominantly adopted a utili-
tarian, instrumentalised frame of nature. This sits easily alongside 
dominant interests and the green growth discourse, and is seen in of-
ficial discourses as the solution to both social and environmental pro-
blems (DNP, 2014). The case study supports claims made by Evans and 
Ogden (2018), that the notion of environmental peace mainly reflects a 
white, European culture, and plural forms are lacking. This is particu-
larly problematic in a country where dozens of indigenous ethnicities 
and other minority groups were affected by the armed conflict 
(Rodríguez, 2016). 

Finally, the environmental peacebuilding frame does not challenge 
or make visible Colombia’s historical injustices. One illustration is the 
highly unequal distribution of land, which perpetuated the conflict 
(Guereña, 2017). Other frames of nature could be explored by studying 
overt and covert resistance to environmental peacebuilding projects. 
However, governments and donors may be disinclined to understand 
resistance, as the point of departure is conflict, unlike the positive, 
environmental peacebuilding frame. This case shows that environ-
mental approaches to peacebuilding focus on supposedly apolitical, 
technical actions, such as management of a water system or conserva-
tion area water system management. However, these actions are in-
herently political, and conflicts of interest among stakeholders and local 
people or their resistance can be expected. 

4.5. Case 5 – Environmental justice and river privatisation in Turkey 

4.5.1. Knowledge 
This case study applied Fraser’s ‘justice as recognition’ approach 

(Fraser, 2000) to frame conflict around the issue of hydropower in 
Turkey as a struggle for the recognition of marginalised subjectivities 
and frames of nature. It highlighted the lack of recognition of citizen-
ship, property rights, and rural livelihoods and lifestyles. It also iden-
tified a lack of recognition of nature, and different subjectivities around 
water. Whilst issues around access to, and control of, water resources 
dominated, the case study sees this as related to social norms and re-
lationships, rather than simply being an issue of distribution. For in-
stance, the state’s historical relationships with certain groups or com-
munities can, itself, be a source of injustice, and lead to lack of 
recognition of marginalised actors. In addition to struggles over EJ, the 
recognition of traditional values and identities, full democratic rights 
and rights to resources such as land or water are just as important. 

The EJ frame was a ‘post-construction’, developed by the researcher. 
Although it made it possible to make sense of the observed phenomena, 
it should be noted that most local communities do not use ‘environ-
mental justice’ as a concept, but draw upon a repertoire of subjectivities 
and knowledge. Their claims included the recognition of rights to re-
sources, the inseparability of nature and rural life, and struggles for 
autonomy in how nature is managed. These demands, and ways of 
understanding nature, were a response to private companies’ claim on 
their river. 

4.5.2. Frames of nature 
EJ is a frame that makes conflict explicit. Environments are seen as 

sources of conflict insofar as they transmit power relations between 
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social actors (Table 1). Such framing is not overly concerned with how 
humans interact with nature; in fact, it is sceptical of claims of ‘wild’ 
nature, and instead posits an ontology made up of co-productive socio- 
natures. EJ sees the environment or nature as the background to power 
relations and social justice. Scholars often decide where resistance oc-
curs, in a bottom-up approach. Communities are visible through their 
resistance, for instance protests to demand recognition, while private 
companies are visible through advertisements and projects. 

In Turkey, the privatisation of rivers takes place when the private 
sector demands contractual rights over water resources that previously 
belonged to the state. Under new legislation, the private sector can 
lease the rights to rivers for 49 years, for the sole purpose of electricity 
production. As a result, what constitutes legitimate (and, therefore, il-
legitimate) water use and access is being contested and redefined. 
National regulatory mechanisms favour private sector interests by 
granting easement of property rights, offering government incentives, 
and regulating use (Islar, 2012). The moment water becomes a resource 
for energy production and its use conflicts with the needs of commu-
nities, nature becomes an object of conflict. 

Different frames of nature are also visible in environmental impact 
assessment processes. The analysis of environmental impact reports and 
processes revealed that most hydropower projects were designed by 
experts, who did not visit the river basin or affected villages. The study 
noted differences between the frames of nature adopted by technocrats 
and project designers, and local people. While technocrats saw the river 
as a quantifiable resource, and an isolated body of water, local people 
saw it as part of their existence. Such differences generated social 
conflicts, and caused environmental degradation. These struggles de-
monstrate that different understandings of water, and the various 
meanings attached to rivers, are embedded in the discourse of re-
sistance. 

4.5.3. Subjectivity 
The case reflects a plurality of subjectivities and embedded knowl-

edge, which were expressed in the context of claim-making strategies. 
One representation is the everyday livelihood of local communities. 
When their concerns were not recognised in the mainstream media, 
they decided to collaborate with other communities, and organised 
joint demonstrations. Although this collective struggle reflected diverse 
political stances, it was important in shaping the bigger cause, as it 
focused attention on the marginalised and socially, politically and 
legally excluded rural populations. This plurality not only increased 
their political recognition, but also showed how current policies had 
given rise to a number of environmental injustices. State actors re-
sponded by making themselves invisible, arguing that companies 
should take responsibility. 

The researcher was aware of her position as a Turkish academic 
with a good understanding of national politics and, in particular, the 
ways in which rural movements can be used by political groups to 
extend their influence. Political parties attempted to frame local 
struggles as ‘opposition to the government’. To counter this, the re-
searcher focused on the voice of communities, and explicitly framed 
their conflicts as ‘environmental justice’. This decision was supported 
by the data, as villagers’ opinions of the government were highly di-
verse. Although interviews showed that resistance was focused on the 
privatisation of the river, and how villagers’ existence and values were 
ignored by companies, most did not see this development as a result of 
government policies. By adopting an anthropocentric, justice-based 
framework, the researcher attempted to communicate different frames 
of environmentalism, arguing that EJ is rarely only about the protection 
of the environment. More often, issues concern perceived injustices in 
relation to recognition, decision-making processes or the distribution of 
risks in the use of the environment. 

5. Discussion 

This study began with the assumption that nature is not passive or 
external to human society. Instead, it assumes that it is expressed in 
frames that reflect the knowledge and power relations inherent in social 
encounters. We analyse how specific frames of nature reflect broader 
power relations between researchers, practitioners and other actors in 
five studies with a social change agenda. In this section, we synthesise 
and discuss our findings in the light of existing scholarship, and com-
ment on their broader significance with respect to epistemic pluralism 
and social transformation, including for the emerging NbS paradigm. 

5.1. Cross-case comparison: how frames of nature alter the playing field 

Our findings illustrate that frames of nature are enacted in parti-
cular socio-natural contexts as part of efforts to understand and inform 
social change. In all five cases, nature is expressed as an object that is 
distinct from human society, although this distinction was framed dif-
ferently in each case. 

Nature was framed in instrumental terms when harnessed to meet 
the goals of EbA and EPB. In contrast, EJ makes conflict explicit, and 
sees environments as sources of conflict insofar as they transmit power 
relations between social actors (Table 1). Although most EJ scholarship 
emphasises plurality, it appears that nature is framed less in-
strumentally than in the other approaches. In other words, nature does 
not ‘deliver’ justice. Moreover, our analysis revealed that each frame of 
nature was associated with specific power relations, which shaped the 
kind of knowledge that was produced and made visible. 

A comparison of the three EbA cases revealed distinct differences, 
despite a common approach. Although frames of nature were roughly 
consistent, their enaction in particular contexts had different effects. 
This difference appears to be due to how they interfaced with local 
power dynamics. The EbA frame tended to empower already-dominant 
subjectivities. In Kenya and Sri Lanka, the biophysical, technical and 
expert-driven role afforded to nature empowered actors who were fa-
miliar with this language, and marginalised actors whose frames were 
not aligned. It appears that expressing EbA in terms of ecosystem ser-
vices empowered external experts, at the expense of the situated 
knowledge and subjective experience of local groups. This occurred 
even though local actors had developed the knowledge needed to 
manage climate variability and environmental change over many gen-
erations. 

The case of EbA in Sweden revealed quite different dynamics. Here 
it was seen as an interdisciplinary frame of nature. It was used to em-
power an alternative vision of adaptation planning that did not rely on 
hard engineering measures and could counter regional environmental 
degradation caused by development. However, it did not extend to the 
diverse knowledge and subjectivities of various groups, whose risk 
priorities and frames of nature were altogether different. At the same 
time, such diversity, when drawn upon by citizens, was key to resisting 
further environmental degradation, and generating institutional 
learning that informed strategic adaptation plans. 

A comparison of the five cases reveals links between frames of 
nature, knowledges and subjectivities. In the cases, frames shape power 
relations but not necessarily in predictable or deterministic ways. In 
other words, frames are not so powerful that they override all other 
forms of power. In Colombia, the instrumentalist frame lead to dis-
cursive resistance and transformation by Indigenous people, leading 
researchers to alter their frames. Moreover, the participation of dif-
ferent actors in nature-based interventions did not necessarily generate 
a more pluralistic perspective on nature, nor alternative ways of 
knowing. These findings are consistent with discourse theory 
(Fairclough, 2013). 

The analysis demonstrates the dialectical character of discourse and 
power (Butler, 2001; Fairclough, 2013; Long, 2001; Pelling et al., 
2015). It shows how frames emanate from particular relations, 
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structure diverse experience and exacerbate social differences. At the 
same time, it highlights how frames themselves are shaped by such 
encounters. This prefiguration often entails giving priority to the sub-
jectivities and knowledge of dominant groups, at the expense of others 
(Lakoff and Johnson, 2003). 

Our analysis is of particular relevance for the growing NbS research 
community. It highlights how knowledge production that is based on 
dominant frames of nature reinforces certain power relations, and 
constrains opportunities for redress (cf. Butler, 2001; Foucault, 1980). 
The dominant frames that we identify supported the goals of various 
actors, notably economic development and extractivism, which drove 
ecological degradation. While the instrumental use of nature dominated 
across all five cases, the subjective positions of actors revealed a marked 
plurality. Many of the most marginalised knowledges and subjectivities 
were associated with frames that did not instrumentalise nature, but 
rather associated it with intrinsic values (cf. Stålhammar, 2020). 

EbA interventions in Sri Lanka and Kenya assumed that local people 
were passive, dependent victims of climate change; these subjectivities 
were resisted by the marginalised actors involved. However, the 
Colombian, Sri Lankan and Kenyan cases showed that such efforts had 
limited reach, as resistance and contextual power relations were hidden 
from view by dominant frames. For instance, the EPB frame in 
Colombia neither made visible, nor challenged the historical injustices 
that underlie the recent violent conflict. Many of our cases highlighted 
that EbA theory and practice can fail to understand the political and 
social dynamics of a particular place. These findings are broadly in line 
with critical theories of discourse and power, such as Kabeer (1994, 
1999), Escobar (1999, 2006) and Westholm and Arora-Jonsson (2015). 

Whilst in Sri Lanka and Kenya the framing of nature clearly em-
powered experts (e.g., planners, engineers or natural scientists), in 
Colombia and Sweden the dominant frames were mobilised by com-
munities and scientists to create opportunities for inclusion and parti-
cipation. In Colombia and Turkey, EPB and EJ frames supported the 
emergence of less top-down, more pluralistic frames, which could be 
used to resist dominant power relations. They therefore empowered 
more hybrid subjectivities of actors marginalised by dominant, in-
strumentalist approaches. Our analysis of the links between frames of 
nature, subjectivity and knowledge between and among cases showed 
the ambivalence of such processes, and the contentious politics that 
structure them. In Turkey, EJ was applied to develop a more critical, 
open-ended approach that challenged the inevitability of power-laden 
frames of nature. 

Our analysis suggests that although plural epistemologies are re-
presented in research, frames of nature favour certain epistemologies at 
the expense of others. The five cases illustrate how marginalisation can 
be produced or reinforced as a function of the frames of nature that are 
mobilised. Researchers’ frames are neither marginal, nor irrelevant to 
the dynamics of these cases and their contexts. This study showed that 
they played a reifying role in all cases and across research paradigms. 
These effects were observed irrespective of whether participatory or 
transdisciplinary knowledge production practices were used. Thus, re-
search expresses and even reinforces power within complex socio-nat-
ural contexts, even if the researcher does not seek to do so. Our findings 
accord with Tschakert et al. (2016), who showed that knowledge pro-
duction processes in a climate adaptation setting offered a platform for 
actors to reformulate terms and articulate more empowering sub-
jectivities, in the context of claims-making strategies. 

5.2. Contribution: the discursive politics of sustainability transformations 

This comparative analysis of notionally benign, and even transfor-
mative approaches reveals aspects that would otherwise remain hidden. 
It adds a discursive angle to an ongoing conversation about the politics 
of sustainability transformations (Scoones et al., 2015). By comparing 
cases, we show how some frames make visible what is hidden by others. 
Paying attention to frames, and their capacity to constrain what is 

recognised as useful, is an analytical tool that can help to understand 
how power circulates among dominant modes of linguistic expression, 
subjectivities and knowledge (Butler, 2010). Such analyses could be 
used more systematically in the study of transformative change and the 
possible future(s) it engenders, for instance drawing on post-structur-
alist discourse analysis (e.g., Remling, 2019) and relational sociology 
(e.g., Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Long, 2001). 

Emphasising the social nature – and thus the politics – of nature- 
based approaches to societal challenges sheds light on the dual function 
of power: to exacerbate social differences, and to hide the mechanisms 
through which they occur (Butler, 2001; Foucault, 1980). Our findings 
confirm that the frames of nature we identify in the context of EbA and 
EPB follow, and entrench, the hegemonic power of western ontologies 
(Todd, 2016). These frames also appear to blind the researcher to their 
effects, constraining his or her ability to recognise or challenge the 
marginalisation of certain groups (Bauhardt and Harcourt, 2019; Keeler 
et al., 2017). 

Our work extends feminist political ecology theory regarding how 
frames, material practices and social relationships are co-produced. Co- 
production reinforces the status of certain knowledge and subjectivities 
as dominant, authoritative and legitimate, while others are margin-
alised, invisible or illegitimate (Eriksen et al., 2015; Harcourt and 
Nelson, 2015; Westholm, 2016). This observation finds ample support 
in the literature (Elmhirst, 2015; Haraway, 1991; Nightingale, 2011). In 
particular, Haraway (1991) suggests that such co-production is often 
visible to marginalised groups, but not to powerful actors such as re-
searchers, government actors and practitioners. 

Our findings suggest that the naturalised, depoliticised conditions 
engendered by particular nature-based frames are neither inevitable 
nor universal. Nevertheless, such frames are often replicated in re-
search. This could be due to how power is expressed in relationships 
between scientists, governments, NGOs and international organisations 
(Allan, 2017; Thoni, 2019). It may also be a consequence of the per-
ceived demand that knowledge production should be made legible to 
international audiences, through reference to standardised sub-
jectivities or generalised knowledge (Adger et al., 2001; Tsing, 2015), 
as demonstrated by the ecosystem services concept (Díaz et al., 2018; 
Kadykalo et al., 2019; Stålhammar and Pedersen, 2017). To counter 
such risks, sustainability scientists are increasingly calling for situated 
forms of knowledge production. The latter are seen as a more appro-
priate way to produce knowledge for sustainability, and understanding 
human–nature relationships (Balvanera et al., 2017; Haider, 2017). 

Our analysis has implications for the IPBES, notably with respect to 
the integration of epistemic pluralism. Another contribution relates to 
the opportunities and pitfalls of nature-based approaches (and related 
knowledge production) in the context of emancipatory struggles of 
marginalised groups. Our work supports a more inclusive response to 
environmental change. This response would be better-able to grasp the 
complex relations, processes and forms of power that comprise any 
transformative project (Balvanera et al., 2017; Kadykalo et al., 2019). 

Our findings help to inform the emerging ‘nature’s contributions to 
people’ approach (Díaz et al., 2018). They may help to raise awareness 
of power issues in transdisciplinary strategies, such as the multiple 
evidence base approach (Tengö et al., 2017). Our contribution also 
opens up new avenues for studying the links between epistemic plur-
alism and transformation, and offers a novel way to critically evaluate 
NbS. This latter point requires researchers to adopt a more critical 
viewpoint, seen in recent work by Richerzhagen et al. (2019), and  
Kotsila et al. (2020). 

Extrapolating these findings to NbS means considering how dy-
namic interactions between frames of nature, knowledge and sub-
jectivity are likely to play out. NbS are being promoted as a benign way 
to address environmental and societal challenges; they are referred to 
as low-cost, no regrets approaches with few side effects (Doswald et al., 
2014). We suggest that the potential for marginalisation is greater when 
power relations are imbalanced and when the effects of intangible 
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dimensions, such as subjectivity and epistemic relations, are ignored. 
Our analysis of frames of nature contributes to understanding the 

role of NbS in meeting societal challenges. Our findings may be applied, 
more broadly, to the emerging domain of biosphere-based sustain-
ability science, which appears to draw on similar assumptions (Folke 
et al., 2016). Nevertheless, we recognise the limitations of our en-
deavour, and the politics that permeate notions of reflexivity (Rose, 
1997). Addressing injustice within knowledge production is not without 
its challenges (Singh, 2018). The notion of a meta-frame that can be 
used to examine another frame is challenged by theories of language 
that refute the objectification of ideas (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003; 
Meadows, 2016; Taylor, 2016). Scholars who examine power in dis-
course have emphasised its invisibility and all-pervasiveness, limiting 
what the method can reveal (Foucault, 1980). We cannot claim that the 
process we describe here is comprehensive, given that the modes of 
expression that prefigure thinking often go unrecognised (Lakoff and 
Johnson, 2003). Nevertheless, our collaborative, reflexive process can 
address biases or blind-spots that go unnoticed in individual processes 
of self-examination. 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, we critically reflected on emerging research practices 
with nature-based frames that we, the authors, are engaged in. We used 
an exploratory, collaborative and reflexive method to investigate how 
particular frames of nature are invoked. In particular, we showed how 
EbA and EPB are founded in instrumental views of nature. They origi-
nate in natural-scientific assumptions that privilege particular man-
agerial and technical forms of knowledge. At the same time, and in 
ways that might not be visible to the researcher, research itself can 
implicitly and indirectly contribute to the marginalisation of pluralistic 
knowledge. However, if more thought is given to the role of different 
frames, research can support resistance and social transformation. 
Particular frames of nature appear to shape the potential of research 
and practice – and the interactions between them – to lead social 
transformation. 

Our findings illustrate how alternative frames of nature are an im-
portant part of subjective diversity. Furthermore, we demonstrate how 
power relations are shaped by, and in turn shape, which frames dom-
inate. This suggests that frames of nature are coherent with other di-
mensions of power, which finds support in scholarship on framing. 
Subjugated frames are associated with resistance strategies and the 
empowerment of marginalised groups. In all senses, frames of nature 
have tangible and intangible consequences and are, thus, politically 
significant. 

The capacity for NbS to be truly pluralistic and transform society is 
mediated by both tangible and intangible dimensions of power, notably 
knowledge creation and subjectivity. Our study shows that frames of 
nature that focus on the physical functioning and contribution of eco-
systems can hide these intangible dimensions. This observation stands 
in contrast to claims that nature-based approaches facilitate pluralistic 
ways of knowing and empowerment. 
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